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Abstract
Meanings of Old Age: A story in three voices
Rivka Ten?r:baurﬁ’{ecel

Advisor: Doctor David Bearison

As the population of the Western world grows older, the need to understand the meaning
of this stage in life grows in importance. Psychological research into thenged old age is
posing questions on diverse levels, from that of individual ontogenesis to those of the family
community and society at large. Traditionally, developmental psychology hasgatesst
different aspects of aging using measures of cognition, emotion, selfpt@mcewell- being.
Other approaches have examined the meaning of old age as embedded in culturahland soci
relations.

The present study uses a narrative approach to elicit the particular aoites
interpretations of its participants. In light of pervasive, often maliciousaigpes and
prejudices that are associated with old age, this approach seems to ensdrargholtise to
real life data. Three groups of participants were interviewed:
1. The actors — eight men and eight women 80 years old and older who were the main focus of
the study.
2. The offspring — a son or daughter of each of the actor/ elderly participants.
3. The acquaintances — an acquaintance chosen by each actor/ eldeilygoasti

The actors were asked to respond to a general inquiry about their own lives. The
offspring and the acquaintances were asked about the life of the actor. ysesdoaused on
the story of the actor as it was shaped by these three voices (the triad) andaiedtiee

narratives of the three different groups.



The stories gathered in this way informed the following research questions:

1. What are the practices and meanings of “being old” in New York City gtrédsent time?
How can these meanings inform us about the place of aging in our cultural diseourses

2. How do the perspectives of the actor, the actor’s offspring and the aciguaistance
resemble and differ from each other? What is the meaning of the differgntilar
approaches to old age? How do the different stories inform, enable and constraihedch ot
What do these three approaches tell us about the meaning of aging in people’arteart
minds?

3. What are the similarities and differences within each group of participantsagtor, actor’s
offspring and actor’s acquaintances)? What do these similarities agckddés tell us about
the cultural narratives on aging?

4. To what extent are societal images of old age depicted in the individual nafrakioeg do
individuals use these images when explaining, contemplating or questioning ik citdine
aged actors?

The following themes of meaning were elicited from the transcribed/ietes and

discussed: (1) reflection on self at present, (2) conditions of aging, (3) ayagtivities, (4)

family ties, (5) self and identity, (6) beliefs and values and, (7) the futdre.different voices

were presented and analyzed in light of developmental and gerontologictligeréhe present

study supports the positioning of old age as a unique developmental stage with its own rewards

and challenges.
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Preface

| see them in fancy restaurants, well dressed, their hair done meticulouslynghoos
carefully from a rich menu. | see them at McDonald’s, “The McDonald’s Croagd|'refer to
them. They sit by themselves eating a children’s meal or sipping acmpalf tea while
nibbling on the stale cookies they brought from home. | see them in the stregtstigle
dressed, their faces painted with makeup, accompanied by a younger persahermseeparks
sitting alone, taking in the day’s last rays of summer sunshine. | see thethadbparties,
sometimes, enthusiastically amusing their little grandchildren but, mettlyding on the side
— observant, silent but with a smile ready for every relative or acquaintance.

Neikrug (2003) and Logan, Ward and Spitze (1992) found middle-aged people to be the
group that showed the highest level of anxiety regarding old age. Hillman (19989 teia
anxiety to more general questions about the meaning of life:

We want to make some sense of our aging beyond wearing out. What does aging serve?

What is its point? These questions strike in the midst of living. | am gettingy@ars,

yet am | getting on with what | really am? (p. xiv)

That is where | found myself when | started to think about this project. Old people
seemed to be almost from a different culture than mine, involved in a completetgwliff
lifestyle than those my age. Most of the time, they seemed pitiful, padimetitagile. |1 knew
that my perceptions of aging reflected cultural narratives and were stgroglyded in
stereotypes but they were, also, influenced by personal experiences arabitasewith
elderly people in my own life. What was even more troubling was how much old dgeriad
me. | did not want to be there or be where | thought “there” was. These werdingsfaad

biases when [ first conceived this study. | hoped to find meaning in old age that waeldarela



my own life and help to allay my fears. | also knew that openly stating mydpreg and fears
was just the first part of what needed to be done; I still needed to be careful liav/ tma
biases to contaminate my study.

Hillman (1999) provided a refreshing view of aging. In his opinion, aging brings forth
the reality of one’s character. He inferred that, as the biological elateyars out, the essence
of the person’s character remains intact. As | began my study, | found tomtfos idea.

| also have found comfort in the following anecdote as told by Bernice Neugatten i
introduction to a selected volume of her papers:

A colleague once asked what my personal goal was in studying aginghéthand

said, “To return old people to the human race- to make it clear that they are noah spe

species, or creatures from another planet.” (Neugarten, 1996, p.13)

| could not have stated my personal agenda for the present study in a clgarer wa



Table of Contents

e (=] = Tl U PPTTUPPRRPRP viii
(IS 0] N o] o= o [ ol S TR XV
Chapter One: Theoretical Background and Literature ReVIEW..............cuvvvvveiiiiiiiiieeeeeennnn. 1
Life Span Theory and Developmental PSYCholOogy .............uuuueiiiiiiiiieieiieiiieeeieiinn 2
Erik H. Erikson’s theory of deVeIOPMENTt. .........ovvvviiiiiiiiiiii e 4
Gerotranscendence and disengagement theories. ............ucviiiieiiieiiiiieeeeeee 7
DISENGAgEMENT tNEOIY.....iiiiiiiiieie e e e e e e e e e e 8
GEIOtrANSCENUENCE. ... .ottt a e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeesabbnnnnn s 12
William Thomas’ approach t0 aging. ..........coooiiieieeeeiiiieeeeeiiiiie e 15
(Do To IR =T €510 K5 = =11 o 16
Activity and continuity @approaches. ..o 18
SUIMIMIATY ettt ettt e et r e e et e e e et e e e et e e e e b e e e e b e e e et e e e et e e eet e aeenn e eeenns 20
The Eighth StAge. ....ccoo o 21
“Old age? Never heard Of i1 ... ..o 26
The Berlin AQING STUAY .......ouuuiiiiiiiiieie e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s 26
More empiriCal FESEAICH. .........cciiiieieeece e e e e e e e e e 28
Successful aging through empirical |ENSES. .........ccoiviiiiiiiiiir s 31
Old Age as Embedded in Cultural and Social Relations.............cccceevvviiiiiiiiiiie e, 32
Negative attitudes towards and stereotypes of old people. ..., 37
Meanings Before PrediCliONS .........oooo oot e e e e e e e 45
Narratives: What's the StOrY? ....... oo 45
ADOUL AULNENTICITY. ..o e e e as 49
(@ 01T o T 01 (=] 4V =2 R RSSRPPP 50
Narratives in old age reSEarCh. ............uuueiiiiii e 51
The Purpose of the PreSent StUAY........coooi i 59
RESEAICN QUESTIONS. ...t e e et e bbb s s e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeeeeesnnnne 62
Chapter TWO: METNOQ ..o e e e e e e e e as 63
PaANTICIPANTS ...t e e et e e e et it b e e e aaaaeaaes 63
(D= 1= W @do]|[=Tox (o] o [P PR 64
Initial contact and setting for the INtErVIEW. ...........uuveiiiiiiiiee e 64
66

D= U= B g =1 PP



Xi

Familiarizing myself with the data. ... 66
0= 0 1 T R PRURTRR 66
Reading and rereading........ccooeeeeeiiiiieeeeeeire s e e e e e e e e e e e e e e n e e e 66

Working With the data. ...........oooiiiiiii e 67
Giving a title, WITtING NOLES. ......veiiiiiiiiee e e e e e e e e e as 67
(@1 =T 0] 174= | (o] o 1A 67
Arranging the data according t0 CategOrIES. ........cevveeuriuuiiiiie e ee e 68
Analyzing offspring and acquaintanCces INtErVIEWS. ..........coceeeeeeiievvieeeiiiiiiicieee e 68
Arranging data Under thEMES. .........coc o i e e e e e e 68

Chapter Three: FINAINGS ... ..ot e e e e e et e bbb a s s e e e e e e e e e eaeaeeeeessnnnees 70
LAY Lo TR I oY Y = RS 70

LI L= Tex (o TSR 70

THE OffSPIING. ettt a e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeeeeesennnnes 71

B LCI= oo [0 F= ] ] = U T 72

Sketches of the elderly partiCIPANTS. .........uuereiiiiiii e 72
HANN@. L. e e 72
P A .. et a e e e e e e e aeeees 73
Yo [T VTR 74
1 =0 [T TR 75
IVLBTY . ettt e et et e e e e e e e e e a et e e reaaaaae 76
1] = TR SRUPPPP 76
D 7= 1/ [0 USSP 77
I 11T 2SRRI 77
[ 1T 6] o PP 78
B [0 = o RO UPRPPPPTURPPRPPRN 79
1Y = U = VPP PPPPPPPPRPPPPR 79
0 1.1 ] o TSP PPPPPPRRPPPRPPP 80
Y o] =1 = o PO PPPPPPPPPPPPRPP 81
N =120 o P PP 81
21T = o F PP PPPPPPPPPPPRPPPPP 82
Y 1 6 PP PPPPPPPPRPPPR 82

LooKINg across the SKEtChES. ..........ooeiviiiicii e e e e e e e 83



Xii

TG SEHING. e e e e e e e ettt e et ettt s e e e e e e e e e e e e e aeeeeerarane 83
ThemeS Of MEANING .......ceeeiieiieee et e e e e e e e e e e e et e e e e e e e a e e e aaaaeaaes 84
First reflection on self, on parent, on acquaintance at present. ..........ccccoeeeeveeeeeeennn. 85
[ P2 T b= ST £ =T F SO UUPPPPPPUPPPRPPPN 85
ST T IS 1= Vo PP 86
Lidia’s and Marge’s tHadS. ........cooeiiiiiiiiiiiiae et e e e e e e e e e eeesernannnn 87
I 01T € VST = o T UURPPPPPPPPPPURTRR 88
1Y T = S £ =T TP 89
1YV =T S 91
Y 1] £ F= W 4 =T PP PPPPPPPPR 92
AN TN MEBN .. et r e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 93
N 1 B S = Lo PP PPPPPPPPPPPP 94
BerNard’S tWOSOIME. ......uuuiiiiiiiiiiii ettt e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s e s bbb banaeees 95
Y 1410] 4 BT ] [0 TP PPPPPRPPPPPR 96
N (o] g = 1 I 11 = o PP PPPPPPPPP 96
ADBranam, DAVIQ. ......coooiiiiiiii et a e e e e e e e e e e 97
B P 1T ST =T PSSP 98
HEISN'S THAG. ..o r e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s s naaaes 99
(@] aTo L1110 F-3o ] = To 11 o AP 99
Health and SICKNESS. ..o e e e 100
DY U g =T Lo 0 Y/ T 105
The QOIAEN YEAIS. ...t e e e e e e e e e e e e e s 109
(@] Lo = To 1= o 0 =T g =T = | PR 117
So, what do you do? Everyday actiVItIES. ..........euuuuerriiiiiiie e 131
= 0 1 Y (=2 138
Family Of CROICE. .....uueeiie e e e e e eeeeeeee 138
Family Of OFIQIN. .ot e e e e e e e e e eeeeeeee 142
Who we are: self and identity. ..........ooiiiiiiiiiii e 147
The NOE-0Id SEIT... ..o 147
The SEASONEA SEIF. ..o 150
THE SINGIE SeI... . et 151

THE WAY [ IOOK. .. e e e e e e e ees 153



Xiii

The NOt-0ld PArENT. ... s 154
THE SAA SEIT. .. e 156
BeliefS @and VAIUES. ... s 159
LivINg IN the MOMENT. ....ooiiiiiee e 159
FOr the greater QOOU. .........oooiiiiiiiie e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeeeeenaanes 160
RElIGIOUS ACHIVITIES. ...ttt e e e e e e e e e 161
ANd what Next? The fULUIE. ........uuieii e 162
Alternate living arrangementsS. .........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiirrr e e e e e e 165
Chapter Four: Discussion and CONCIUSIONS ..........uuuuiiiiiiiiiiiie e 176
Themes of Meaning, REVISITEA. .........ccooiiiiii e 176
(@] aTo (1110l gEs3o] = To |1 o APPSR 178
Health and SICKNESS. ......oooiiii e e e 178
Death and AYiNG. ....cooeeuiiiiiiiiiie et a e e e e e 181
The gOIAEN YRAIS. ... e e s 183
Old Age IN GENETAL ... e e e e e e e e e eeeeeeaaanee 184
EVEIrYday ACHIVITIES. ....uuieiiiiiiiiee e e et e bbb e e e e e e e e e e e e aeeees 185
= 0 1 Y (=2 188
Y= L= T o T [T o1 ]2 190
The not-old self and the seasoned Self.............uuueiiiii 190
THE SAA SEIT. .. e 192
BeliefS @and VAIUES. ..o 193
[ 7= Vs 1 Tox T o T =1 o [ o T PP PPUPPPP 193
TRE FUTUE. ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s 194
F N B 11 (=T =] 1 RS = Lo PP 195
THree VOICES, ONE SEOMY ....coiiiiiiiiiiiiieie ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e se e e e e as 196
GeNAEr DIffEIrENCES. .. . it e e e e e e e e e e e eeeeearnebnnaas 198
Limitations and Directions for Further Research..............ccccvviiiiiiie 200
LAY = o] o1 o T 1 o ISR RRPPRPPP 203
AppendiX A: RECIUItMENT FIYET .......eii s 205
Appendix B: Demographic Distribution of Participants...........ccccceeeiiiiiiiieeeiiienieeiinnn, 206
Table B1: Actors’ Demographic DiStribution...........ccccoeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 206
Table B2: Offspring’s Demographic Distribution..............coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee, 207

Table B3: Acquaintances’ Demographic Distribution.............ccccevvvvviiiiiiiicciineennn. 208



Xiv

Appendix C: INtervieW ProtOCOI ...........uuuuiiuiiiiiiii e 209
C1: Interview ProtoCOI fOr ACIOIS. ........uuuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiee e 209
C2: Interview Protocol for Offspring and AcquaintancCes..........ccccceeeeeiiieeeeeeeeeeennn. 210
C3: Demographic QUESTIONNAIIE........cceviiiiiiiiiiaae e e e ettt e e e e e e e eeeas 211

APPENTIX D: TREMES ... e e e e e e e e e e aaaeeeees 212

R BT B N CES . ..o e e 213



List of Appendices

Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer ... e
Appendix: B: Demographic Breakdown .............oooiiiiiiiiiiiiici e e e
Table B1: Actors’ Demographic Distribution ................c.coviiinnne.
Table B2: Offspring’s Demographic Distribution.................ccooeeeenn ..
Table B3: Acquaintances’ Demographic Distribution........................
Appendix C: Interview ProtoCoIS. ........oooiiin i
C1: Interview Protocol for ACIOrS.......c.uveiieiiiiii i e
C2: Interview Protocol for Offspring and Acquaintances....................

C3: Demographic QUEeSHIONNAIIE. .. ......ovuiie e e e

APPENdiX D: TREMES ... e e e e

XV



Chapter One: Theoretical Background and Literature Review

“He who praises war has not stared it in the face.” When | read praisesagfeglwith

which the literature of all times is stuffed, | am tempted to alter Erslsnexpression to:

“He, who praises old age, has not stared it in the face.” (Bobbio, 2001, p. 77)

Norberto Bobbio was 87 years old and Emeritus Professor of Legal and Political
Philosophy at the University of Turin, Italy when he publis®éd Age and other essafrom
which this quotation is taken. Bobbio stared at old age and did not like what he saw, felt or
imagined. He attributed to himself and to old people, in general, qualities thapisedes
conservatism and stubbornness, rejection of new ideas, living in the past and despduledje
though, that his views were deeply influenced by a “melancholic feelingkperienced since
he started to feel old. Bobbio’s description of old age encompasses the main ilegzresént
study — the personal, social and cultural narratives, the discrepancieamaadties they depict
and the ways in which academic knowledge navigates the different perspectives.

Three streams of thoughts direct the present study:

1. Lifespan theory and research as it is embedded in the study of developmental
psychology.

2. Research with particular groups in society, using a phenomenological dppooacl
in anthropological study of culture and society and in the field of gerontologyh wbibines
medicine, sociology, psychology, nursing and social work studies.

3. The search for meaning that is valued as much as prediction and control in the social
sciences and is expressed in qualitative/ narratives studies, where thefitbie participants is

respected over objective measures and observations.



Life Span Theory and Developmental Psychology

In the early eighties, in my first round in a graduate school, some feateresonstant:
every variable was quantified and every paper started with homage to its rootsdiarfre
psychology. Almost a generation later, variables will be presented méetioning research of
others and | am going to start with Jung.

Jung’s (1962, 1978; Campbell, 1976) thoughts on human development emphasize the
interaction between the individual and his or her society. Jung analyzed the vasttistmail
events, artifacts, feelings and cognitions the individual is faced with and needitoonder to
carve his or her own path. This pool of information exists in the internal, inhgréesbnal
sphere as it exists in the cultural, universal sphere and, through the procesadatidn, one
learns to be oneself. The need for self-realization causes people to actkeigrsmswers;
those answers differ, however, according to the individual’s time in lifgouith is a time for
exploration and expansion and middle age is for establishing favored choices arahopgesti
unnecessary ones, then old age is for increased introspection. The challengéribrpdue of
life is to create one’s own identity and to achieve materialistic andidghassets. The later part
of life is characterized by a need to contribute to community by promotitugatiof freedom,
justice and harmony and to take interest in spiritual experiences. This idéex dife as time of
reflection, maturity and harmony, adds transcendental qualities to old age ethswhguite
different from the way Bobbio (2001) experienced his old age. In contrast to other
psychodynamic approaches, Jung took into account a developmental trajectorgdpable of
taking the individual through old age. Studying human life as an ongoing processtigeals

focus of developmental psychology.



Developmental psychology has embraced lifespan theory and reseancimtag)aal part
of its field. Baltes, Lindenberger and Staudinger (1998) outlined the objectivespétife
psychology in four parts:

1. To offer an organized account regarding the overall structure and sequence of
development across the lifespan.

2. To identify the interconnections between earlier and later developmenitd and
processes.

3. To delineate the factors and mechanisms which are the foundation of lifespan
development and

4. To specify the biological and environmental opportunities and constrains which shape
lifespan development of individuals.

Lifespan psychology is a subfield of developmental psychology that looks at tlee entir
course of life without dwelling on specific age related periods. It is an osleingrtheory that
strives to integrate the cumulative work of ontogenesis. In that sensegshafadtievelopment
should consider that ontogenesis occurs from birth to old age or more poetioailyhé
moment of conception to the moment of dying. If one wishes to extend the territory even
further, then considerations of biological inheritance and the cultural impédegacy of death
and dying are also a natural part of the inquiry. Baltes, Lindengate3taudinger (1998)
mentioned three factors within the field of developmental psychology thktiesad the growing
interest in lifespan psychology:

1. The population as a whole is living longer and, hence, the elderly have evolved from a
minority to a growing segment of the population with its own specific needs anchgrowi

influence. The rapid joining of the baby boomers to the ranks of old age changes cehsumer



trends, as well as trends in popular media and popular science regarding old aga&ad attr
also, scholarly interests.

2. The emerging and fast growing field of gerontology posts a challenge to
developmental psychology to give answers to this field’s questions within the scope of
developmental psychology.

3. Theoreticians, researchers and leaders in the field of developmental psyetelogy
growing older, side by side with their participants, especially the ones ldoigigudinal
research and, thereby, enhancing this field of inquiry that is inspired byshef researchers to
know more about their age.

Erik H. Erikson’s theory of development.

Erik H. Erikson (1963, 1986, 1988, 1997) is one of the most frequently cited
psychologists regarding lifespan development. One of the earliest londitstdidias that
involved following babies and their parents from birth to old age was inspired by lsanla
conducted under his guidance (Erikson, Erikson, and Kivnick, 1986).

Erikson’s theory emerged from the Freudian psychosexual theory of personality
development. The essence of his theory is that personality continues to develop thra@ungh life
that culture, society and history are major players in this process. Eriksotéd pnroposes
eight stages of development that starts at birth and ends with life itselindded stresses
advancing simultaneously in time (i.e., age) and in appropriate challengestér (ha.,
society’s demands). Each stage is characterized by a psychossgahat, when resolved in a
normative manner, results in the emergence of ego strengths or virtues. These thectools
with which a person adjusts to the social order and enhances the quality of hisfer her li

Although specific virtues emerge from the positive ways of handling eagé st growth, they



must be developed, redefined and reaffirmed continually throughout a person’s life. Tlhe mode
therefore, stresses the spiraling nature of development (Erikson, 1997). Wheenexpgpr
specific points in time, traces of previously experienced stages need to be footiter words,
each stage contains the footprints, lessons and influences of the stagesd¢hagfoagit. In a
spiral construct, where each link contains parts of the whole, old age becomest #ralldast
opportunity to investigate the implications and understanding of previous developmental
achievements. In that sense, old age’s personality developments are viewesg moligimi of
the last stage but, more so, in light of all stages that are encompassedsh tdmel Daatland
(2003) similarly argued that aging may be a most appropriate “labordtomgsearch on
individual competence and motivation.
Erikson’s eight developmental stages are as follows:

1. Trust vs. Mistrust. Trust develops out of the nurturing relationships with the caregiver
When these relationships are constantly frustrating because basic nasatsnaee a deep-
seated feeling of worthlessness might develop, along with a mistrust obtlikinvgeneral.
Virtues and basic strengths that emerge from this stage are drive and hope.

2. Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt. The child learns to express his or her will power and
independence through mastering skills like walking, talking and feeding hsalheFiner
motor skills are also learned and practiced. Another major development is amligigtr \When
supported in these expressions, a child learns to trust and appreciates his or heryaudomom
in doing so, develops positive self-esteem. Otherwise, the vulnerability infretbist stage
may lead to feelings of doubt and shame regarding oneself. Virtues and bastbstieatg

emerge from this stage are self-control, courage and will power.



3. Initiative vs. Guilt. In this stage, the child develops motor and mental abiliTiee
child has the maturity to combine physical and cognitive abilities that ailovor her to turn
ideas into actions. Some of these ideas and actions might not be acceptedasut;istigrefore,
lead to feelings of guilt. The virtue and basic strength to emerge frontabesis purpose.

4. Industry vs. Inferiority. By being productive, the child wins recognition. Sogreee
of competence is needed to put new skills into use. This stage is also veryespaaéncing
feelings of inadequacy may result in a damaging sense of inferiorityviffhes and basic
strength to emerge in this stage are method and competence.

5. ldentity vs. Role Diffusion. In this stage, the focus is to a) find drealje that makes
sense and is consistent with one’s ideas of oneself, b) to discover oneself as an individual
separate from his or her family of origin and as a member of a wider sactbty
c) to lay foundations for an identity that provides continuity with the past and ooentati
towards the future. The virtues and basic strengths to emerge from thiarstagsotion and
fidelity.

6. Intimacy vs. Isolation. In the initial stage of being an adult, the individuaélsrsy
intimate relationships, close friends and sexual unions. Development of a sensegodiadri
commitment takes place without fear of losing one’s personal sensenatyd A failure in this
developmental stage may lead to isolation and distance from others. The virtues@nd basi
strengths to emerge from this stage are affiliation and love.

7. Generativity vs. Stagnation. In this stage, work is a central concawityaeflects
teaching, guidance and concern for the next generation rather than one’s ognifi¢ast task
is to perpetuate culture and transmit cultural values through the family. When theuablis

not satisfactorily engaged with his surrounding, he may be overwhelmed hyeacde



stagnation, self-absorption, boredom and interpersonal impoverishment. The virtuesand bas
strengths to come out from this stage are production and care.

8. Ego integrity vs. Despair. If much of life is a preparation to the adulthogel steen
the last stage is recovering from it, adjusting to a different path andicbayaals from those of
adulthood. Old age is a time of reflection and continued self-fulfillment. Theneisdato look
back on one’s life with happiness and contentment while experiencing an eveeissenge that
life has meaning. The focus is on acceptance of one’s life accomplishmenadumes fvhile
acknowledging one’s own contributions. This feeling, which Erikson refers to astintbgips
determine the quality and goals for the remainder of life. Crisis resoldtiring the earlier life
stages helps to determine the quality of reflection during later adulthoodevidgwne can
reach this stage of development and experience despair at his or herepefakives. This
despair is enhanced by fears surrounding the end of life that become bateley tis one
advances in years. With the approach of life’s ending comes the realizaifersof |
disappointments; what went wrong in earlier times cannot be mended and dieaatualized
by this stage, will not come true. The virtue and basic strength to emengéhfs stage is
wisdom.

Gerotranscendence and disengagement theories.

Relatively apart in time, place of origin and emotional attitudes towargsdhess of
aging, the two following developmental- gerontological theories have jstdbmmon, their
positioning towards Erikson’s development through stages theory. The disengageoent t
first proposed and articulated by Cumming and Henry in their Boowing old(1961) and
Gerotranscendence- a developmental theory of positive Aigitngduced by Lars Tornstam

(2005), consider aging to be a developmental process influenced by biological, irdindua



social forces that operate in various channels through the life cycle. HowWwéocus of these
theories is on the stage of old age and, like Erikson, they believe old age to be a ditinct a
complicated stage of life, a stage that follows developmental tragectbat were laid in the
personal and social past but, also, marks a developmental peak in the present.

Disengagement theory.

Disengagement theory was the fruit of a longitudinal project known as thesk@itga
Study of Adult Life, conducted between 1952 and 1962 (Cumming and Henry, 1961; Williams
and Wirths, 1965). Seven hundred and fifty participants between the ages of 40 and 70 and 280
participants between the ages of 50-90 were interviewed, observed, tested/ehtiiquacal
measures and clinically assessed. The study elicited rich datarcogdée habits, attitudes,
perceptions and personality styles connected directly and indirectly te saging and aging
in society. Disengagement theory postulates aging as a natural phates®etitably, involves
a decline of physical and cognitive properties. As a consequence of this cegingealso
involves a mutual withdrawal of the elderly from society and of society fteelderly. As the
individual prepares for the inevitable and universally experienced declinergaigement
process is activated, usually at the formal retirement stage. Thagdgement is characterized
by fewer social relations, fewer social interactions and less involvemential mstitutions and
social affairs. Once the individual starts to disconnect from the social ilostguh which he or
she were members, changes can be identified in three levels:

1. Changes in the number of people one interacts with and changes in the number of
interactions.

2. Qualitative changes in the style and patterns of interaction of the individoal wit

others in his or her surroundings.



3. Personality changes in the individual that are both the cause and the resultasetec
involvement with others. Concurrently, a rise in self-involvement and preoccupation wit
oneself are detected and are, at times, labeled as selfish behaviors.

According to the theory, these processes exist universally, although eacé cul
generates different meanings from them. The process can be more volustanei cultures; it
can be initiated by the individual as opposed to forced withdrawal. In some cultupesdbss
is embedded in societal values that preserve an image of the wise old neze, T
disengagement becomes a respected process. The Druze, for example (Gutmama\i®a6)
special role for the elderly in their religious structure. A signifigemt of the religion is
considered a secret to most of the believers and is only revealed to theatlthes proper time.
Once they enter the inner religious circle, they earn a special placa@ssvand guardians of
religious dogma. Attributes, such as tranquility, contemplation and spiytuzsdicome part of
their societal image and their behavioral repertoire. And, like culturesatingttfg the obsessed
while others lock him in an asylum, the attributes of withdrawal, detachmentsamdgement
are admired in the Druze’s elderly.

According to the theory, disengagement does not imply despair or sadness but the
opposite: a successful process of disengagement will result in high morale lasdtrgtaction
in life. Disengagement theory started from 1) the observation that old pespdssamvolved in
the life around them in comparison to younger people, and 2) the researchens attespect
this phenomenon, objectively, without judging its perceived social desirability

However, the booksrowing Old(1961) by Cumming and Henry is now out of print.
And if the amount of dispute and criticism a theory generates is a measgrsumfcéss and

strength, then disengagement theory was very powerful indeed. The authorecuses &f
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sample biases, non-established generalizations and inaccurate meastioedtied in

replicating the findings were often raised but, more than anything, they fladed to resonate
within people’s hearts. In academic and popular circles, people were nptaeater to old

age and old people as voluntarily disengaging from the world. On a metaconceptudidevel, t
authors expressed what no one else was ready to put forth. Their findingsipailteg out

from under social workers, caregivers and other institutions whose goal wag &médlpeople
to make the best out of their aging years. If one were to follow the practroadtdess of the
theory, then efforts to engage elderly people in society, in activity, in findenghannels that
will keep them alert and in the moment are really working against the nadurakof
development. An interesting question is what would have been the future of disengagement
theory if Cumming and Henry had used a more positive concept. For the contemgaary re
disengagement takes the mind directly to the dark places of our Westetalsoemory — the
forgotten old man, the old lady and her furious cats, the silent sitters in nursing &iody¢he
ultimate disengagement, death. The theory was intended to explain diseagafyjem both
sides: the elderly and the rest of society. In fact, the choice of languggested, right from the
start, the legitimacy of distancing the aged from the social atespeculate that a choice of
words intended to be non-prejudicial, actually, achieved the opposite reaction. ileposs
explanation for the many objections this theory aroused was the difficulty inglgath the sub
textual message that came with it: Disengagement is good for they @ldérjood for us.
During the early sixties, psychology was less involved in relativism anacpbtbrrectness.
Participants were called “subjects” and TAT stories were valued ovan#eelotes that people
told about their own lives. Still, the framing of old age as a developmental stage waios

mission was to move away from life to the shadow of death was too strong. It Wasi@sde
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gave legitimacy to a known emotional phenomenon, one that society was not i@adlypr
The data pointed to the conclusion that these people are not interested in moresdmtiviéss;
they are not seeking engagement, no matter what its form or essence. midely are
disengaging.

Thirty years later, Bearon (1996) pointed out that disengagement was geneeate
period of shorter life expectancy, earlier and more difficult prospectsatsibiig, work roles
that took a toll on physical strength, mandatory retirement and very few crdautivities and
social structures for old people. The Kansas City Study (Cumming and Henryga8iédred
data on a massive scale. It addressed issues that were not dealt with ipprthectees and its
data helped develop the field for many years to come. Achenbaum and Bengston (1994)
reviewed the construction of the disengagement theory, the historical backdraushlaped its
development and the sharp criticism that, unfortunately, suppressed any camtintratheir
words:

Thirty years later, “disengagement theory” represents an impreddiagad, attempt at

comprehensive explanation concerning the observable changes that chartheterize

human aging process. It was the first truly comprehensive, truly explicitiuand t

multidisciplinary theory advanced by social and behavioral scientistsontglygy.

(p.762)

They concluded:

The criticism seemed to stifle any further development. This is unfortuméte a

represents a Pyrrhic victory for the critics because no subsequent moderetiche

statement in social gerontology of similar status has been proposed, nor geherated t

intellectual excitement of the theory presented in “growing old.” (p. 762)
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Marshall (1994) shared the opinion that the Kansas City Study had a profound influence
on advancing the study of normal aging. However, although they contributed immertbely t
understanding of aging in a life span perspective, disengagement theoridagilngyéo find
engagement in new ways and new contents.

Gerotranscendence.

Growing old — the process of disengagemenhow Cumming and Henry (1961) entitled
their manuscript on the Kansas City Study of adult I&rotranscendence - a developmental
theory of positive agings how Tornstam (2005) titled his study of aging. Both studies reflected
the same drive: a better understanding of human development and espezialdydge stage;
they entailed the same massive amount of data gathering, similar phenomensspected but
each reflects a different set of concepts. One important finding arosédtbrprojects: a
satisfying old age is the norm and not the exception.

Similar to Cumming and Henry (1961), Tornstam (1992, 1996, 1997, 2005) considered
gerotranscendence to be a universal developmental trend: “Human nature enesiageseral
tendency toward gerotranscendence which is in principal universal and cul&ir@@@e5, p.

45). Cumming and Henry considered disengagement to be a natural process: the aging
individual has the need to withdraw from society as much as society has the neaditavwvit
from the aging individual. For Tornstam (1997) the emphasis is on the positivecexpest the
process:

Human aging, the very process of living into old age, is characterized Ing&be

potential towards gerotranscendence. Simply put, gerotranscendencetignanséié-

perspective, from a materialistic and pragmatic view of the world to a mmsmeicand

transcendent one, normally, accompanied by an increase in life satisfgptidd 3)
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Tornstam (2005) re-emphasizes the way gerotranscendence is expenetieed b
individual:

The gerotranscendent individual, typically, experiences a redefinition of frendebf

relationships to others and a new understanding of fundamental, existential questions

The individual becomes, for example, less self-occupied and, at the samedmme, m

selective in the choice of social and other activities. (p. 3)

Tornstam developed his theory on the basis of qualitative data, using in-deptlewdervi
with individuals in their mid and old age regarding their perspectives on personaétgmaent
and changes they experienced as they reached elder years. On the bagjsaitaiive
findings, he developed a series of quantitative measures of emotional and bépaweations
of old people about their lives and selves. Tornstam’s original group of participestsself-
selected group of people who found his theoretical assumptions interesting and cuifid ide
with the processes he mentioned. His research reflected a fundamentabsbitturred within
human development research: from indirect methods designed to reveal what deingadismes
might conceal from researchers and their participants, to an open, cleamenetsgal course
of communication where participants have knowledge about their lives and arecaskarktit
with the researchers in the most direct way possible.

The in depth qualitative responses from the participants who, initiallgh&glthe basic
components of the theory spoke to them, generated a structure of developmenttdtaticeea
gerotranscendence theoretical perspective. Three dimensions wergeidiehfithe cosmic
dimension, 2) the dimension of the self and 3) the social and personal relationshipsodimens

The cosmic dimensions constructed from changes in:
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1. Time and childhoad A more fluid sense of connection between past and present is

created. A new understanding of childhood occurs and past events are interpreted in a
reconciling manner.

2. Connection to earlier generatidrne continuity of life is more important than the

individual self; there is an ability to feel a part of a greater cosmig.orde

3. Life and deathFear of death diminishes and a new comprehension of the two forces

of nature is experienced.

4. Mystery in life:The unknown, irrational and inexplicable dimensions of life are

embraced.

5. Rejoicing:A sense of joy in experiencing the small and the grand events of life, a new
appreciation of nature and aesthetics.
The self dimensionincludes the items:

1. Decrease in self-centeredneSsif ceases to be the center of one’s universe, although,

for people with previous difficulties in self-appreciation, a struggle to maiatéevel of comfort
might occur.

2. Development of body transcendendéhile care for one's body continues, the

individual is not obsessed about it.

3. Self-transcendenc&here is a sense of life’s puzzle being solved, a sense of

wholeness that is appreciated and observed, sometimes, in states of tranquibtitwadel s
The social and personal relationshiglimensionincludes:
1. Role playThere isan increased sense of the difference between one’s inner

perception and the experiencing of self and the roles taken or imposed by abdifgrent



15

stages of life. The individual gains the comforting understanding that most ofédkean be
changed and can include what is really important for him or her, regardiessetl’s demands.

2. Emancipated innocenck sense of renewal and innocence emerges from maturity

and the ability to renounce unnecessary social conventions

3. Modern asceticisn new sense of modesty combined with understanding the

burdens of wealth is developed; there is an appreciation for having the neseddite with no
need of more.

4. Everyday wisdonmihe individual learns to withhold judgment and counsel that is

based on strict guidelines for right and wrong; a new sense of tolerance @péevel

The main idea shared by Erikson’s theory of development, Cumming and Henry's theory
of disengagement and Tornstam’s theory of gerotranscendence is theirlaagrarc
understanding of old age as a distinct and different time of life — a time ieaplagthe
realization of a life lived successfully (or not) — and with the constant remiraks
approaching conclusion and death. All three approaches are based on the presumption that
although there are individual differences in the definitions of time and borders of ddcge
social differences in the treatment and acceptance of old age, it is a sarglularique
developmental stage.

William Thomas’ approach to aging.

Thomas (1996, 1999, 2004) used a special vocabulary when referring to old people and
their place on the developmental trajectory, a vocabulary that captured sdreensights of
the present study. A few alternatives were used in the present studys st elderly, older
people, old people, old age. Thomas referred to his targeted population as elders and to their

specific time in life as elderhood. His choice of words brought up a different moderehice



16

and a different world of associations. Elders are the wise leaders of hurnedy; sbderhood
depicts a group elevated from the rest of society because of its high ranktaesl @ wisdom
and leadership.

Thomas (2004) proposed a developmental look on old age that emphasized the potential
contributions and the uniqueness experienced in that stage of life. Shaped through years of
practicing geriatric medicine, his views turned the traditional, medicatgan upside down for
practitioners and researchers who strive to see old age in a new light. Accorthantas,
elderhood offered to those who were willing to surrender to it, the ability to expeaanh,
different way of living. Western society is entering an era blessé&dheatlargest group of
elders the world has ever seen, elders who are for the most part, well educatea|lna
comfortable, healthy, socially engaged and ready to confront the values of theipeoddalt
world. As people enter into old age, they start to realize the potential for éldaghood as a
unique life stage and not as an artificial revival of adulthood. Thomas distinguisheebe
senescence and elderhood:

Senescence, like adolescence is a time of transition. It is letting go ethsogn

comfortable and familiar (in this case, the practice of adulthood) andramgawt for

something new and different. Elderhood has the revolutionary liberating poteatie t

often misinterpreted and misunderstood. The source of its richness lies in th®trans

to a life defined by the experience of Being-Doing. This is a gift altgr@ue. (p126)

Doing versus Being.

Thomas’ (1996, 1999, 2004) discussion on forms of existence and the way they interact
in development provided an existentialistic outlook on old age. Thomas identified twedbrm

experiencing one’s existence: Doing and Being. These two opposite polesmeguemn
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various combinations, the essence of living: Doing is manipulating the visiblejahaterld
around us in various ways. We do our job, we do our laundry, we do things that give results that
can be measured. We use machines that generate energy and change the eharoanukeus.
We cannot survive a& species and as individuals without doing.
Doing is what happens when we come into relationship with and manifhdate

visible, material world that surrounds us. Human work is usually thaefgint

terms of doing... all living creatures depend on doing for their survival. Homo

sapiens and many other species learned how to make other eseatuk for

them... the purest expression of doing, however, is found in the roots and

technologies created by humans themselves. (p. 117)

Being is the opposite pole of living. By Being, Thomas (2004) meant being in a
relationship with oneself, with others and with the environment. Being is tlity &bitreate
and sustain relationships. Being involves things that cannot be seen and don’t have concrete
results, for example, being married, being oneself, being part of a comnienity attentive to
one’s inner experiences and feelings. The two modes, Doing and Being doniithosit each
other. They operate together through our life time. However, different stagesarel
characterized by a different balance and a different emphasis we place uguoalites of each
mode. When developed properly, childhood and old age should be characterized by the BEING-
doing mode, where Being takes a central place. Adulthood is the time when tigeni2oia
takes precedence and can, therefore, be described as a DOING —being modéth® most
important freedoms in the modern society is the freedom to decide, change andhadgysis

of Doing and Being that suit one best in a particular time. And the more dro®ab exercise
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this freedom is during elderhood, when environmental, social and personal changeacike pl
and force the individual to adapt accordingly.
Activity and continuity approaches.

In a different view of old age, activity and continuity perspectives engséinading the
unchanged aspects in the lives of people in their old age comparing to their midgdaisge
Activity approaches state that as long as a person is active and involvezhygsid socially,
he or she might be more equipped to chase the shadows of aging away (Rowe and Kahn, 1998).
Activity approaches emphasize keeping the elderly as active as ppssiphitively, socially
and physically. The assumption is that activity — being engaged in eydifgda leisure
assignments, in social interaction — will keep the mind and soul of the old persordassluci
possible, essentially, extending his or her middle age. More importantiytyawiil lessen the
unavoidable anxiety and depression that are prone to occur when an old person takes an honest
and realistic look at his or her situation. Activity approaches start froowdalrthat sees human
beings as motivated first and foremost by an equilibrium force (Havighurst, 1960, 1975)
Inevitable changes in old age threaten to disturb that balance and the maimpidtiobners
and theoreticians is to find satisfying ways to restore that inner andseutss of balance in
one’s life. Dobrof (2002) recalled how, during her years as a social workeunsiag home,
she was often advised by the caretakers to avoid talking with the residents abpatstieves;
talking about past events would make these elders emotional and sad. Thexgeshéwas
told, was to urge them to be involved in activity, usually arts and crafts or siaridions.

Along the same lines, Katz (2000) illustrated how positioning activity as thevedsitce
against the negative forces of dependency, iliness, depression and withdrawaly ginessdires

residents in nursing homes and members in day centers to perform and produce.
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In a continuity approach, old age is a reflection of the constant effort lydivedual
and the society to prolong middle age. Successful aging is the potential to contikaaevor
leisure patterns from years before while maintaining, if not increasingutnber and intensity
of relationships and social interactions. Disruption of that chain is consideredkddwaaa
deviancy, a sorrowful and piteous event. Atchley (1989, 1999) sketched a theory of cgntinuity
which stated that adult development was continuous, as the individual lives througmghangi
situations and adapts to them. Atchley saw continuity as a dynamic concept, @meltreated
the idea of a basic core of personal entity that was stable and persistechevmrttthat, also,
allowed for variety of changes and adaptive choices. Atchley distinguishveeneinternal
continuity, a remembered inner structure and, external continuity that indtrdetures of
physical and social environments, role relationships and activities. Athédyzed continuity
patterns and their relation to adaptations to aging. The main featurdiotidgrapproaches is
the idea of adaptation to unavoidable changes through the use of inner and outer knandedge
strategies. At its core, good aging will still be aging that regu@sdittle adaptation as possible,
which in turn would indicate that aging had affected the individual only in minor aspects

It seems that activity approach would win the higher score with people involved in
caretaking and in social services, with professionals like social workedsgahpeople,
rehabilitation specialists and any of us who are directly involved in carirapfelderly person.
Activity approaches are practical because they hold a solution: As |dhg aklerly are
involved in activity — physical and social and the more the better — they willbetter
adjustment, livelihood, enjoyment and energy. They will overcome feelirfgigie and
despair and postpone the surrender to age and then to death. Continuity approachesaare popul

with middle age and old age groups, in a very down to earth way and, perhaps, on a more
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theoretical level with younger groups as well. It seems that the begefmbasible is one that
is a continuation of middle age. We might compromise on some gray hair and wrinklesither
there, we might moderate our exercise plan in the gym — but we will do our beshtaima
healthy way of life and cognitive engagements, if it ensures that our old ihge similar to our
middle age years. The social mirror of these approaches promotes a huggcdosimstry, new
age movements, natural and herbal treatments, meditation and immortality gro@assocate
old age with death and decline and figure that the best way to avoid decline and death is by
staying young forever (Nuland, 2007).

Summary

Disengagement theory (Cumming and Henry, 1961), Erikson’s stages theory (Erikson
1963, 1986, 1997), William Thomas approach (1996, 1999, 2004) and Tornstam’s
gerotranscendence theory (Tornstam, 1996, 1997, 2005) all acknowledge old age ia$ @anspbec
significant part of life but they differ in their interpretation of the medrasithat evolves and
develops at that time. Disengagement theory was accused of being heamshced by the
social atmosphere and perceptions of old age that prevailed at that time. Briksony was
criticized for restricting the place and goals it dedicated to thelyldEornstam’s theory and
Thomas’ ideas reflected the swift changes in research and social approacrds bld age.
It's no longer obvious that old age is synonymous with decline. Tornstam’s and Thomas’
approaches has the flavor of eastern, new age ideas and it seems that pushing the
gerotranscendence state a bit further might bring one to the edge oftédre easana.
According to Tornstam, his theory is oriented towards the future; the sgeeotfanscendence
is a move into an engulfing realm, an experience that colors all new chalemdjactions in an

inspiring light. According to Tornstam, Erikson’s concepts of integrity or despadetermined
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through retrospection and are, therefore, positioned in the past. What was done in's& person
past life determines what form the eighth and last crisis will take. Beeaghgement theory’s
vision of an ideal old age is similar to that of Erikson’s: the cultural arpbeif the integrated

old man, contemplating on life lived, telling memories or lessons learned)deamia tree while
closing his eyes and letting the last ray of sun caress his face. Gemtiderste changes the
present to better the future by creating the possibility of a quiet intraapetithe world and
one’s place in it, allowing, among other things, experiencing everydaysdaffan anxiety free
mode. Thomas’ descriptions on elderhood emphasize the opportunity to lead a life that
appreciates similar values: the ability to enjoy being in the world, coatiegton emotional

inner life and simple acts of living.

The Eighth Stage.

This stage has been given many names: the eighth stage (Erikson, 1963) thagenth s
(Erikson, 1997), the third stage (Weiss and Bass, 2002), the fourth stage (V206&)tor for
those less comfortable with numbers, the young old, the older old (Hinck, 2004; Neugarten,
2006), senescence and elderhood (Thomas, 2004). Age, like time itself, seems to lye slipper
(Eyal, 1996). When is one old? When are you old? When did my father grow old? When is it a
concern? When is it a blessing? Given the changes of then202 ' centuries in life
expectancy and with better prospects for aging bodies to function quite well, théeamait
marker for old age is not that clear anymore. For some, being old is jugtenmatical
calculation: the sum of years one has left to live is smaller than the sursfweor she has
already lived. However, whether it's unexpected or it is a seamlessydi@nacess, old age
comes in a series of perceptions, events and feelings that indicate peraodalbcially that one

might be "too old”.
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Erikson was accused of having a simplistic and poetic view of human lifesaifitimed
that his outlook on human development was utopian, Christian and Western (Hren Hoare, 2002).
However, it's important to remember that while each stage represenis tumang point or
crisis, development overall is spiral and occurs on many levels. Indicapegdic challenge
for a specific stage does not mean that all the aspects of previous steggtsagide. The
opposite is true; their influence and traces are built in to the currentastdgee made evident in
the functions and concerns of the individual.

For Erikson, the eighth stage represented a time of reflection, of remeboaputting
things in order and in perspective. The main challenge of the eighth stage is lodkabfat
lived and accepting it, hopefully, with pride and satisfaction. The source o&eatisfin this
stage comes more from the past than the present and a positive outlook on gains aheljpssses
to maintain an integrated sense of self. Once the crisis is resolved,dbe igesible to continue
on to the next stage of life equipped with insight and the ability to contribute ftothes or her
surroundings. In that sense, an integrated self is supposed to help the individual to ougye thr
the challenges of his or her elder years.

Erikson saw the main challenge of the eighth stage as coming to peace witst thEhea
flip side of Erikson’s last stage is despair, a disappointing examinatioe @fétl and the
realization that many of the undesirable turns in the way can’t be undone. Dasga#ctto
another well-documented image of old age: the bitter, desperate, not so cleaanangry
repulsive old man. For Erikson, the ethical person, the spiritual scholar, looking back wi
satisfaction at a life well lived with productivity and generativitywigat the human soul yearns
for. However, in his later years, Erikson started to feel that to hope for suchantorsttent

and ever present feeling would be unrealistic. As he lived through his oldsr gaeriencing
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the betrayal of his body and realizing that some of his professional challeege not met,
Erikson felt that it would be too much to ask for anyone to be integrated fully. So, he
acknowledged that some despair was normal and unavoidable when trying to fighttagains
erosion of aging (Hren Hoare, 2002).

It seems that Erikson’s theory should have had more appeal in a research paradigm tha
shifts from quantitative to qualitative data analysis, precisely, becausenuspts call for
meaning making interpretations and could be repositioned as themes in conten#sarrat
analysis. Also, in their later writings (1986, 1997), Erik and Joan Erikson reorganized the
thinking about old age and addressed some of the criticism regarding gméficesnt place they
seemed to give to activity and productivity in old age. Still, integrity asdaleare good ways
to describe the polarity that takes place in old age and as is the procesisarotiier stages- the
challenge is met if, in general, a person shows more acts of trust tharstnrsiore acts of
generativity than stagnation and more acts of integrity than despair. Rohovit (2ZO@@dchat
Erikson’s descriptions and analyses of old age reflected the fear and amxietyettypical of
middle adulthood members when looking into the future. The assumption that middle-aged
people display the most anxieties concerning old age was raised by e#@chers in the area
(Logan, Ward and Spitze, 1992; Hillman, 1999; Neikrug, 2003). Whether being in a specific
stage helps to gain insight into it or not, or whether the amount of the person’s lifiees@és
relevant and crucial in generating an abstract literal theory, Joan Eriksen reaching her
nineties, felt impelled to add a ninth stage that would fit the old old. Erikson J. (1997) dkscribe
the ninth stage in old age as a time where the dystonic elements of developmpredeéence
over the syntonic ones. In other words, expressions of disgust, despair, stagnati@mn,isolat

identity confusion, guilt, shame, doubt and mistrust are more salient than their oppleste
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(trust, autonomy, initiative, industry, identity, intimacy, generativity andjimttg. Joan Erikson
preferred to refer to the aggravations she experienced in old age as the nejtimgiing, that
this is what happened to you when you really get old. It seems, however, thareipgrthe
less cheerful side of old age can be the fate of many people in their eigiatlastaell, when
“one’s focus may become thoroughly circumscribed by concerns of daily functianthgtst is
enough just to get through a day intact, however satisfied or dissatisfied orebfaeal®ne’s
previous life history” (p. 113).

Erikson, Erikson and Kivnick (1986) conducted interviews with 29 individuals ranging in
age from 75 to 90 years old. These individuals were part of a larger group ofdamilie
children and their parents — that participated in a longitudinal study about devel@dent
parenting that started in the late twenties. Throughout the duration of the stuagairdarwas
gathered about children and their parents that related to many life areas.liddmeng to the
surviving parents, the researchers obtained perspectives on previous yaars,ldstory and
societal changes and shifts in child rearing patterns. The participamtgives were organized
alongside the eight sets of traits that characterized every developstagtal In their view, old
age was the time when the different motives could be encompassed and inspettbdiin al
variability while experiencing the forces of integrity, wisdom and despesrthe authors put it:
“These elders are, through a complex of processes that are partly cesuqartly
unconscious, attempting to reconcile the earlier psychosocial themes amdjtatenthem in
relation to current old age development” (p. 55). And they continue:

But what are the activities, the concerns, the involvements through which our informant

engage in these processes? What are the terms in which they re-experiergig the

different themes that we identify as the psychological tensions of akfetiHow, on the
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basis of a unique life cycle and a unique complex of psychological dynamics, does each
individual struggle to reconcile earlier themes in order to bring into balanetimé
sense of trustworthy wholeness and an opposing sense of bleak fragmentations? (p. 55)
Through the stories of the individuals who talked about different issues of theihé
authors reviewed the ways in which elderly people’s reflections on thearilivinated the
different themes and the ways these themes were organized withiadinems, interactions and
inner life. Their review included aspects of each theme and how it was depiotddape,
starting with the eighth’s stage main dilemma:
How is it that one individual may seem able to integrate painful conditions of old age
into a new form of psychosocial strength while another may respond to siarit#itions
in a fashion that seems to inhibit effective integration and healthy, ongoinigpieent?
(p. 55)
The significance of old age is that, in this final stage, the individual is foodedk at
his or her life from the standpoint of a life cycle that is nearly completed thdneone that has
yet to be lived. The existential anxiety of not being becomes far moran@éahkes more
strength to deny, avoid or ignore. Participants in the Erikson et al’'sudigat study (1986)
tended to relate to this tension in several ways. Some brought forward memotdes pieople
in their past and tried to integrate those memories with who they themselvesbiax be
Another tactic was to compare one’s life to the lives of other seniors — eitbbrittes and
media figures or other individuals in one’s community — and, by doing so, empoweeisy
own actions. An active orientation towards the present and the near future helgdid@as w

develop a sense of completeness.
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“Old age? Never heard of it.”

From an optimistic angle generated through her extensive work on thiiiés of eight
people between the ages of 85-100, Ward- Baker(2005) also wished to add a ninth
developmental stage that she referred to as “Creativity versusy&pathher description of her
participants, she said:

Neither succumbing to the cultural expectations for old age nor drifting ietehdf

transcendence, they worked creatively with the skills and interestsotiey within

themselves and with the whole array, positive and negative, of what the world offere

them or threw at them. (p. 257)

Whether directly (Koch, 2000; Moody in Cole and Gadow, 1986; Rohovit 2000; Hazan,
1994;Ward-Baker, 2005) or indirectly, (Kaufman, 1986; Kahn, 1990; Eisenhandler, 1986)
various studies in the field argued against the emphasis on old age as a timectorgeitel
bringing order to the past. In these studies old people were active, ormméed the future as
much as towards the past and living forcefully in the present.

The Berlin Aging Study

The Berlin Aging Study (Baltes and Mayer, 1999) demonstrated a diffapproach to
the study of old age. This project was a vast empirical longitudinal study tlexttedlh large
amount of information on a broad sample of the aged population of Berlin. The study is an
example of continuing efforts to gather information on psychological, sociologicad;: s
biographical, economical and demographical dimensions in order to portray old agendging a
their inter-correlations. The objective of the Berlin Aging Study wagdntify what constitutes
the experience of old age — and more than that, what might be identified as predictors

positive aging (Lindenberger and Baltes 1997; Baltes and Smith, 1997; Kunzm#argridt
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Smith, 2000; Singer, Verhaeghen, Ghisletta, Lindenberger and Baltes 20085 ada Smith
(1997) used the information gathered on the aging population to construct a whaistaf vi
human psychological functioning. Lindenberger and Baltes (1997) documented age trends,
interrelations and correlations of intellectual abilities in old age andchaddabld age, using data
from fourteen different measures. They identified points of crisis and dat@roand periods

of stability. Their results suggested that people around the age of sevenigreogtre most
significant loss in their cognitive ability. This point in time indicated, at lg@asistically, the
transition to old age. From then on, the rate of decline was more moderatilition, age-
induced biological factors were the most prominent source of individual differenckesand
very old populations. These factors referred mainly to changes in braitusgrthat occurred
through all stages of life but tended to increase in old age. Singer, Verhaeghtattahis
Lindenberger and Baltes (2003) looked at changes in cognitive abilities inldeage. They
found that, while perceptual speed, memory and fluency declined with old age, informative
knowledge remained stable up to the age of 90, showing signs of decline thereafter. rifiinzma
Little and Smith (2000) using data from the Berlin Aging Study, looked atumes of

subjective well-being and what might affect their stability in old ageey found that age, per
se, was not the cause of decline in subjective well-being, however, healtfaicdsstere.

Baltes et al (1998) developed a model that offered a systemic view of human
development across the lifespan using objective data that organized suacedaggras in a
balanced structure. Their Selective Optimization with Compensation (0@ positioned
goals, decision-making and outcomes in a positive light. In their view, adaptatiorigo one
situation was the functional state of being and indicated a normative developmentocdss pr

of adaptation was always studied while taking into consideration the corsstrbihe individual
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within his or her given society. There is, however, a judgmental bias to it. As ppppach
stages in life that are characterized with more losses, they, ingyiabk to work harder on
finding satisfying compensations. The evaluation of the consequences may tdevbiese¢he
negative aspects are stronger and adaptation includes painful renunciatiomerlirh&ging
Study is a valuable data source for tracing trends in behavioral and psychalogmasions as
they can be depicted through valid and normalized scales. Some of their majorieoaclus
support the assumption that there is more to old age than age itself.

More empirical research.

The empirical, more traditional approach, which captures the vast body of hegedrc
the established methodology for dealing with quantitative data, treats cdd agendependent
variable and tries to find how elderly people perform on different measuresnvEstigated
areas include cognitive, emotional, social, spiritual and physical dimensiookl age-oriented
research, this line has generated studies that applied general and quentieaisures to the
lives of old people. The ideology is to compare old age performance with normsecbftect
younger populations. By trying to determine what conditions and traits aid the oldeatjmoysul
to reach higher levels of happiness and success in life, researchers firdabubfthese topics
can then be adapted and applied to rehabilitations and treatment programs fodalkerals.
Carson (1986) asked: “What are the essential ingredients of a livable oliHagkRR? Work?
Companionship? Intimacy? What else and in what combinations?” (p. xii). Robins,
Trzesniewski, Tracy, Gosling and Potter (2002) provided a comprehensive picture of age
differences in self-esteem from age 9 to 90, using cross-sectional datsecoltem 326,6419
participants via the Internet. They found that self-esteem levels vggrénhchildhood, dropped

during adolescence, rose gradually throughout adulthood and declined sharply in olddage. Ol
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age was defined to be around the age of seventy. In addition to the more obvious inberpretat
of the results that attributed a decline in self-esteem to the generakdagbhysical and
emotional strengths and abilities, the authors provided an alternative exgianatiis decline
that drew upon Erikson’s theory. According to their explanation, old people tended teelbe wi
and more comfortable with themselves than younger people. Therefore, it wag deetha
feelings of self-worth declined in old age but, rather, that older people imgyaaccepted their
faults and limitations and, correspondingly, had a diminished need for self-ppaoraot self-
glorification — factors that may boost reports of self-esteem eatlidei Troll and Skaff

(1997) looked into perceived continuity of self in very old age. Using measures of se#land
being, they reached an important conclusion that correlated with the data oVfesustitdies

that will be presented here. According to their findings, in spite of lifetdniggy events and
health constraints related to old age, most people felt that they stayethéharshdid not
change much. Small changes were detected that were mainly positiverarattvileuted to
long-term developments. Scannell, Allen and Burton (2002) examined the relation$higsnbe
meaning in life and personal well-being, using measures of well-beingaasures for meaning
that contained affective and cognitive subscales. They found relationshipsheteanings

and a positive sense of well-being. Meaning was related to a sense of happdrgsstaality.
Depression was found to be negatively correlated to meanings. Also, slatiahships were
one of the more powerful indicators of a sense of meaning and thus of a sensebefrell-
Cohen and Bearison (1987) looked at the influence of age and the structure of the social
environment on the interpersonal understanding of elderly people. Their findings shawed tha
elderly people living in age integrated housing showed a higher ability of irdenaér

understanding than elderly people living in age segregated communities. Atws suggested
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that in light of the importance of interpersonal understating in adjusting wivediée changes
experienced by the elderly, the quality and diversity of interpersomahation were important
factors in quality of life of the elderly and should be considered when designing houging a
centers for the elderly.

Silver (1992) analyzed different styles of aging and their relations to @ditgon
characteristics. Using five personality constructs, she showed how indigatyrative
strategies and defense mechanisms continued to play a major role in one’sro@baviime.
Needs, goals and constraints of old age were met with the strengths developgd the years.
However, as old age posed different objectives and obstacles, copingetrafggunger ages
were not necessarily helpful to elders. Coping mechanisms of a much eagesrtsat were
associated with immature development and were geared towards gettigratied affection
from the surroundings to increase chances of survival, proved to be more efficiatliie)
compared to the more mature and adult like strategies.

Happe, Winner and Brownell (1998) studied theory of mind in normal aging. They found
that performance on theory of mind tasks remained intact and even improved ovear theéuk
years. Bradley and Cafferty (2001) studied attachment among older adults dndebticat
secure attachment styles could predict better adjustment in older age.

Although the intentions of researchers are often good, much gerontologicat nesmecr
practice incorporates social values that are in themselves responsilgeiéon and the
declining status of old age. When that happens, it fails many times to help itsarget a
mistakenly, uses inadequate norms and underlying assumptions, which are driven more by

society’s needs than by the needs of the elderly.
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Successful aging through empirical lenses.

As was mentioned earlier, the underlying assumption in most studies that define
and explore the components of successful aging is that old age is a time of desliasdlos
deterioration. The interest of researchers is to determine how this period caretmintessful
(i.e., less identified with decline). The social applications of this approadb &nd ways to
help the growing population of individuals over 70 look forward to a better, more positive future.
Successful aging is when aged individuals seem not so old and can attributest\tesa
repertoire of activities and aspirations that fit societal norms of youth. diogby, meaning is
defined as well-being and satisfaction and, therefore, researchets sdentify the factors that
lower or enhance feelings of well-being and general positive attitudes tavierdBhe logical
inference is that a sense of well-being and satisfaction indicatessstidcaging. The hidden
agenda is to boil down the factors and variables which help old people in our society overcome
the very essence of their existence: growing old.

Scannel, Allen and Burton (2002) examined cognitive, affective and behavioralreseas
of meaning in life and compared them to measures of well-being. Five neasuesused:

1. The happiness indexTwo questions on a four point scale; “To what extent do you
regard yourself as a happy person?” and “How satisfied are you witlpsesent life?”

2. The life regard index: 28 items that comprised two subscales: framework and
fulfillment. The index contained statements like “I have really comenaestavith what's
important for me in my life” and “Nothing very outstanding ever seems to happen”to me

3. The mental, physical and spiritual well-being scale30 items, ten for each subscale
that included items such as “Do you engage in games which are designed for timeuiliaticn

(e.q., bridge, chess etc.), “Over the past year, have you experiehesdad pains?” and “Over
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the past year, have you tried to enhance your personal or spiritual developmetatignedi
yoga, praying, etc.)?”

4. The Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory25 negative and positive items that refer
to self-evaluation of worthiness, approval, competence, success and significance.

5. The brief symptom inventory: 53 statements about psychological symptoms.

They found that high scores on positive measures of well-being predicted high
scores on cognitive and affective meanings in life. However, well-beasgnfluenced by
different factors. Moreover, life could have meaning even when suffeedngall kind of
miseries.

Nygern, Alex, Jonsen, Gustafson, Norberg and Lundman (2005) used measures of
resilience, sense of coherence, purpose in life and self-transcendence to arakarstand
perceptions of well-being by their elderly participants. They found agstromelation between
the different measures and assumed that they can be counted for a measureabsirgagth.
Older old and younger old people did not differ significantly on scores for thesaneseasr
was the physical health measure correlated to the other measures. 20@&)texamined
measures of well-being and their relation to religiosity, fear of dewtiparpose in life. As
control variables, she looked at subjective health, closeness to death (hospice) gettent
nursing home residency. Ardelt found that a sense of purpose in life was corcekmted t
improved sense of well-being and reduced fear of death beyond the health stadssdandy.
Old Age as Embedded in Cultural and Social Relations

Jung’s quote on old age reflects the search for meaning in old age by the individual and

society:
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A human being would certainly not grow to be seventy or eighty years old if this

longevity had no meaning for the species. The afternoon of human life must also have a

significance of its own and cannot be merely a pitiful appendage to life’s morning

(1978, p. 142)

The functional importance of different manifestations of human existedealiswith in
many aspects of research. A major part of investigating old age is |laikimg interaction
between old age and society. The way a specific society constructs titeaittymbols and
practices of old age and, conversely, the ways people defined as old, sesstor resist their
assigned role and place. Macro developmental and social changes betweéhiarsbeieties
are depicted in the micro experiences of its individuals as well as in the otgemaal
construction of its institutions. Disengagement theory, for example, was gehi@ran
academic atmosphere within psychology that sought to reveal grand thplanyagions similar
to those that governed the biological world (Maddox, 1994). The idea that societgspera
according to basic functionalistic principles was, by large, a favored appréaa time when
productivity and independence marked the development and success of Westtiessotd
age seemed complicated and hard to accept; it seemed rational to have dual msahidmis
society and within the individual that worked towards the same solution: a fesdeparture
from each other. Efforts to come up with a different, almost spiritual expanakie
Tornstam’s gerotranscendence theory (2005), depicted changes in underliahg@norences.
In general, our society at all levels — artistic and cultural, legislatéddnaplemented, private
and public, personal and collective — struggles with the extremes of perceptiothabout
elderly. Old people are simultaneously seen as the source of wisdom, knowledgesaceal my

power and, at the same time, as weak, repulsive and unwanted. Classicadtbaksltl people



34

sent away to die on the ice or in the forest, still resonate with the modern reademtA
Greece, apparently, struggled with these extremes as well: Youth wes beautiful and

heroic; old age was ugly, mean and tragic. However, for ancient Spartaviiteceistatus of

old people was constituted by law and they enjoyed a place of respect assaalviscounselors
(Chris, 2007). In modern-day Ghana, old people are respected but also feared and envied by
other segments of society. Elders are respected because they passessedf accumulated
knowledge that is not easily replaced by other means. This knowledge allows themadto predi
future events and to provide valuable advice to others. Old people are feared lepaase t
also known to possess evil knowledge; they can cast a spell and bring aboutidestm&
society where death is still associated with infancy and youth, the fadhéisatelders are still
alive is a source of envy, suspicion and speculation regarding the magic, darkhmpowmssess
(Van der Geest, 2002).

Biggs (2001) identified changes in the aging social narrative; mainlytdrem the
dependent, in need of societal resources to survive, to the active, volunteer who centribute
society from his or her wealth and experience. Biggs considered the shifiasitiee, as it
removed the needy, fragile and despiteful edge of the elderly. However, thettgroesxdo not
allow for a third and fourth image of elderly people to be part of the consensws. A
consequence, the policy planners and the channels for interventions are in favoiroftaddd
the elders who best fit the current image of the elderly. Biggs and R@@@ll) examined the
social welfare construction of old age and from there, the distribution of powereatith wThe
danger, according to the authors, came from creating a limited and biased tionsbitibe

elderly person and his or her needs and, then, applying these images in a hardeavaauers



35

If they are not careful, both professionals and users of healthefadevsystems

become trapped in a dance of mutually maintained positions thas sersestain
a particular view of aging and the remedies and the technoldiaésdén be

brought to bear on it. (p. 7)

Moody (1986, 1995) looked at possible societal scenarios for old age, the wayshn whi
society prepared for them and what they meant, collectively, to old people. Hssna
considered the appeal of medical developments in life extension, as tlrsture of societal
resources that needed to be directed towards old age. In one scenario, theadus a f
prediction that was described in literature by Saramago (2008): what happeosigtyavshen
people don't die but linger on and on with the aids of medical technologies. The consequences
in Saramago’s book are potentially devastating, ranging from a large nofmbwvanted old
immigrants seeking to extend their life span, to the formation of a new industrynoves
people across the border so that they can die. The social order is disturbed and petple pra
death to come again. In the opposite scenario, society accepts the limitatimarad lises its
resources to arrange for a comfortable death for those who are sick and wealagMéage
and allocation of money might look very different from these opposite ends of the spectrum.
Powell (2005) described a top down model in which images of old age changed according to
social needs and different policy positions. The changes then trickled down todadhatievere
asked to take different roles in caring for their elderly memberstindan and Minkler (2006)
looked at how policy makers were able to promote or silence ways of aging.efipéasized
how the two different approaches to old age — as a potential force in economics and aslitics
opposed to a declining fragment of society — rob the elderly of a humanistic optydiduni

freedom of choice. The images constructed from a top down model are often quigk to ent
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people’s hearts but slow to leave them, spreading and reinforcing the negatiivies toward
the targeted population. Bearon (1996) suggested a two tiered approach to duagiessfane
for the healthier old person and one for the frailer one. Tornstam (1992) clairhed thany
cases, gerontological research failed to distinct between thdumategewveloped out of the
empirical realm and theories that developed as a product of sociktaleatiabout the elderly
population. In his view, this confusion compromised gerontological research. Tornstam
provided an example of two perspectives towards the elderly that basicatly @sich other;
each is a product of societal biases and a leading force in directingheaedrexplaining
findings. The misery perspective was born out of the conflict between two cotdrgdiews:
one was the social contempt of Western society towards its unproductive mamiaish the
elderly were a significant component and the other was the deeply rooted suatietabf
respect for the elderly. The result of this conflict was that contemmmadunto misery and pity
was allowed to enter the picture. The mirror image of this depiction of old peopéeresburce
perspective. In this perspective, elderly people are perceived and agoreaigtin terms of
their ability to continue and contribute to society. They are viewed as resthatean still be
active and contributing in the appropriate circles. This approach is no lessstithleshe
misery perspective in the demands put upon old people to continue and perform. According to
Tornstam (1992), feelings of pity on one side and pressure to maintain an adiykelida the
other, interfere in theory development, studies’ goals and interpretation oigsndi

Silver (1992, 2003) presented the psychoanalytic perspective by which individuals in
Western societies disassociate themselves from the fear of growiagabying by projecting
their fears on to elderly people. As old people become the target for aninmosrgpallsion, the

fear of aging and death is being suppressed. After all, these things are hgpp@eople who
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are so different from us. Fear of death is the motivator that influences thsomaysocieties
treat their elders and, also, how these same approaches inform the petisotes atears and
self-perceptions of the elders themselves. Vincent (2003, 2006) and Witkin (199Medxplai
how modern medical practices built on the fear of death, transforming old age frataral
event to a disease: “Successful old age is not seen as it was in the eiginteemheteenth
centuries, as the outcome of a moral life but, rather, as the absence of d@a@3ep. 138).
Within a culture that promotes science and control over nature as the ulilwegeses, old age
will always be considered as a failure, a consequence of lack of means th#tevwatoper
research and progress, should be eliminated.

Negative attitudes towards and stereotypes of old people.

Traditionally, old people in anthropological research play the role of informers and
helpers. They are considered the ones who hold valuable access into socettal secveteran
members, they are entrusted with knowledge about the comings and goings of societal
arrangements and organizations and with anecdotes and subtle nuances. Gaining understandi
about old people’s lives can come from the actors themselves, as they talk abduethei
From a cultural perspective, analyzing the roles of elderly people asréhepkied and evolved
in response to specific needs and conditions, completes the circle. Whedlea bsechoice or
by lack of choice, enclosed groups of older people (e.g., those in nursing homes, day camter
also be a target for research that seeks to understand the demands placed upon on aging peopl

Hazan (1984, 1992, 1994, 2000) analyzed old age as a social phenomenon in an
anthropological framework. In doing so, he considered society’s values andygieseds
social structures and social relationships and the impact of historicas e¢smtan collected his

data in day centers and nursing homes for old people using a phenomenologiczh restiand.
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Hazan’s stance is clear and unmistakable. From the language used to adddqrédmple
through the social structure, the mechanisms and resources in societyessaral stereotypes
and the awkward meaning we give to age — all led Hazan to conclude: The oldairegsee
neglected, maltreated and robbed of their natural rights. It's both a wortartabute to
human nature that they strive to find meaning in a world they have very littl®lcowtr:

The term “aged” not only describes individuals but also is used as a collective noun and

once individuals are identified as “old”, they are perceived exclusigetyeh. Even the

alternative terms, sometimes, are used to soften the negative connotatiene/oifd

‘old’ — *“the elderly,” “older person,” “senior citizen,” “elders” or “old agenstoners”

— all serve to stigmatize the aged. (1994, p. 13)

According to Hazan, the only generalization one can make about old people is #mothd
of years they have left to live is smaller than the amount they already Whadn looking from
the point of view of society, aging and the old are stigmatized negativelyg Aguerceived in
our society as a problem, a burden and a social issue that needs to be solved.

Thomas (2004) saw ageism, fear and hatred of old age, stereotypical thinking and
negative attitudes towards old age and old people as the direct product of, whetrkd tefas,
the vast influence and tyranny among the “cult of adults.” Adulthood is considered to be the
essence and aspiration of human’s race. With their strong inclinations towardgipityduc
independence, control and profit, adults are hailed as the crown of human existenceoni® bec
an adult is to reach the peak of development. Anything before adulthood is just preer@tion
anything after that is decline and death. Adulthood is where one wants to get to andneher
wants to stay forever. The values implied by the cult of adulthood are respoastaeling to

Thomas, for the desperate efforts of society — and its elder membergjcnlpa— to stay
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young, productive, healthy and to maintain a life style at old age thasiider as possible to
adulthood at its prime. The tyranny of the cult of adults is also respofwilpetting heavy
pressure on children’s socialization so that they acquire the skillscheedsach adulthood as
soon as possible.

Hirshbein (2001) studied the popular views of old age in America between 1900 and
1950. His data was collected from articles that appeared in popular magaziretsrogétthat
dealt with aging and elderly people. He found that, when writing about their lives, ole peopl
concentrated on aspects that were not necessarily age related. Honezliea) experts, social
workers and psychologists concentrated mainly on pathological aspectsgf Bgisitioning
aging as a problem automatically creates a dichotomy that puts mgitieaad younger people
on one side and the elderly on the other, as if they no longer share the same tocietiad. s At
best, old people are seen as the part of society that populates the borders;ttheg aushed
aside, circled and marked. That is not to say that there is a dearth of,pyoasgrnment and
social structures dedicated to helping the elderly. To the contrary, martyg effodirected
towards helping the ever-growing elder population lead better livegust that during these
processes, stereotypes, prejudices and well-intentioned mistakes block usleam a
perspective on problems and possible solutions.

Hazan (1984, 1994) began his analysis by exploring the confusion that exists atlthe leve
of definitions. An old person can be defined as someone who feels himself to be old — a
problematic definition because most people do not see themselves as old, unleserttey re
age-related health issues. In reviewing a large body of rbsé&asenhandler (1986) concluded
that old people do not generally perceive themselves to be old nor do they call themselves old.

Research that tried to establish a correlation between chronologicalcageraeived age
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indicated that old people perceive themselves as younger than their chronaiggic®ne
explanation for these findings is the denial, on the part of the elderly, ofgheattiation of old
age. Another explanation is a lack of relevant identity in being old; younger peopleldoraot
an arsenal of past experiences they can use when trying to understand whasitove old. In
a scientific definition, old people might be defined as those who possess a setff spe
properties that can be identified and measured — a definition that could draw its sugport fr
measures outside of individual observations. A bureaucratic definition will labetl&idual as
an old person once he reached a certain age; social justice perspectiges ié elderly group
as a minority who needs to organize, unite and fight for their rights.

Many of the assumptions and directions regarding old age are rooted in a complex web
of stereotypes and ambiguous social roles assigned to old people. Stereotypes of old people i
our society gain strength from the confusing nature of the old group. Takemagaold
people do not have clear and specific identifying marks and their sociahrelabnost
nonexistent. Therefore, the use of stereotypes becomes a powerful tool in formingetmgdir
our attitudes and behaviors towards them.

Hazan (1994, 1984, 2000), supported by others (Decalmer and Glendenning, 1997,
Green, 1984; Hummert, 1993; Kite and Johnson, 1988; Sik Hung and McCreanor, 1999; Nuland,
2007; Schulz and Fritz, 1987; Thomas, 2004), lists Western societal stereotyjaes that
attributed to old people. One of the most rooted stereotypes depicts old people dai ek
conservative. Old people are perceived as individuals who no longer have the interdisy or abi
to invent, create and grow. They are perceived as individuals with intelleetficiencies and
who lack the ability to learn new things. This perception of infertditylso expressed in sexual

images and attributions. Old people are perceived as a-sexual and if tteelyaay this image,
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the best they can hope for is to be labeled a “dirty old man.” To add to the agnbfguld age
stereotypes, some characteristics are depicted as dichotomies. wartthgrnotions of
dependency coexist with notions of metaphysical strengths. Old people areqoeasesenile
even if they do not suffer from any medically recognizable brain disease. rEhegraeived as
having perception, memory and other cognitive function weaknesses that rétptire s
supervision by others. Conversely, society often attributes extraordinary wisaddpeople.
According to Hazan(1994), another stereotype is that of old people as weak, perptexed a
helpless in facing the demands of the environment in which they live. This stersopguets
the premise that society is responsible for building an environment for itsapéepe which
they will be able to function. Side by side with this image flourishes the imagé péople as
frightening and scary. The contradiction between the two images is tflesy.perceive
someone as being frightening and repulsive, how can she also be depictehdsrdeped
pitiful? How contradictory and confusing it should be to contain images of dependency and a
need to be taken care of, sometimes, on very basic functions of life and, at thersgrhe
depicted as disgusting and revolting? Most people could, at the very leasherolagnging a
baby’s diaper if needed; far fewer would be ready to perform the sameeder an old person.
Another stereotype depicts old people as living in the past and relying on it twerthair good
feelings about themselves. According to this notion, the past becomes their gesiesation

to continue their everyday affairs in the present. The way to an old person’'s/belar be to
make him or her speak about their glorious past. The flip side of this perceptiomirgwdd
people as individuals who are interested only in immediate gratification of vasyclay needs.
In other words, old people are seen as if they were balancing — or rather, stumblibgeenbe

totally different time frames; they are either immersed in theqgragdtsessed with the present.
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Additionally, “the future” and “old age” are almost considered taboo to be appéageter.
When it comes to the social needs of old people; societal stereotypes covergpedullm. On
one hand, old people are perceived to be constantly in need of company, especrablygl othe
people; on the other hand, they are seen as if they would rather be by themselngagdis
from the rest of society.

The most extreme stereotype is probably the perception of the generanainstaite of
the elderly. They are perceived as depressed, unhappy and overwhelmed withrd sense
of failure, disintegration, purposelessness and hopelessness (Hazan, 1994)gaktetée other
end of the spectrum depicts old people as reaching a state of calmness, ovewitiwing
philosophical insights that color their lives with a transcendent aura. relesesed on these
stereotypes has been used to determine applicable societal roles andighesstiblitions and
mechanisms designed to solve old people’s problems: “If we accept that agedapeople
surrounded by a society that assigns them false images and that theyedoeetliepped in a
labyrinth of distorting mirrors, then the question arises of what self-cbandpey can possibly
project” (Hazan, 1994, p. 33).

Another way of understanding society’s biased attitudes towards the old is dewveale
analyzing some of the roles that Western society assigns to old peopleolbeare necessary
to replace the old roles that are no longer appropriate or relevant to the intBJitRiaThe
parent’s role as a provider of physical and emotional needs and as an agentinsoniédes
as children grow older. The role of the worker as a contributor to the econtaimyf
society comes to an end. These roles are replaced by the role of tlae agbopular role
assigned to old people, one which originates primarily from the assumption that old people

should fill their time with a variety of leisure activities. Arts and erafttivities exist in almost



43

all the centers dedicated to old people. Elders can choose activitientpatfnom paper folding
techniques to learning how to knit. Knitting is a particularly powerful cultarabe for the
elder woman; any self-respecting old lady is expected to knit. Tornstam (18$&2)ing the
issue of retirement, claimed that a vast amount of theory and researclersd¢emt the
devastating effects of retirement, even though a critical look at the vagsuits reveals a more
diverse picture. Apparently, retirement can be a rewarding milestone’slifene

An even stronger, almost moralistic role is that of the grandparent. Gramdinoirs,
supposedly, as fundamental and important as parenting. There is the presumptibn that a
grandparents love their grandchildren and wish to spend as much time as possilhlerwith t
Ironically, they are supposed to fill this role, gladly, without having a reahsiie decisions
that are made about their grandchildren.

Another role is the role of the sick person or patient. Although it's true that peamje
suffer from more physical pathologies in their old age than in their youth artd@atljithe role
of the patient in old age is assumed to be constantly afflicted by dissiakessses and poor
functioning. This role comes with the possibility of secondary rewards; howealkso
alienates the old person from his or her environment and in a terminal manner. Whilger youn
patient is disconnected from the social environment on a temporary basis, for theeolg i
disconnection is final (Hazan, 1994).

A more positive role is the role of the volunteer. This role is assigned to old people who
wish to be identified with activity and productivity, who wish to take part in the |stailag,
adding to their social status via integration and contribution. Their rewdrel gobd deed;
sometimes a ceremonial title of honor is thrown in as well. Some seniors, dgplecsd who

retire from high status positions, get to be advisers or consultants. For Hazan48004)
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important advantage in recognizing some of these stereotypes and notions is ft&pveve
powers. Services, institutions and activity groups offered to old people can use tHesdgsow
when determining best procedures and practices. Shmotkin and Blumstein (2003) looked at
volunteering activities from the view point of the elderly volunteer. They exahthe benefits
of formal volunteering in comparison to other life style activities. Foxokinteering was
defined as voluntary activities performed on behalf of nonprofit organizationsehairwolved
in various helping and charity projects. The authors found that, for theirygb@eticipants,
volunteering was connected to better scores on psychological functioning and redueditym
risks.

Sik Hung and McCreanor (1999) depicted a more balanced view of the elderly and old
age. In a survey that analyzed discourse patterns about old age, three mags gnutrged:

1. The majority of the discourse represented the strong belief that socetgaosisible
for the old and should protect its elderly with respect to their contribution tetygoci

2. A second discourse emphasized anti-ageism ideas. In this discourse, participant

were aware of the stereotypes that were inflicted on old people and exjpilesseed to resist
and change them. It should be noted that this kind of righteous discourse, often, tendisl towar
overprotection and paternalism, regarding old age as one undifferentiated gidap, le
stereotyping.

3. The third emergent discourse talked about old age and old people as a resource of
experience and knowledge that should be used by society.

To sum up an important observation, there is not really one dominant voice of society.
This is especially true for the past decade; we have witnessed enomowtis @nd diversity in

plans, attitudes and research about old age. Rather than one singular voicentbdleyiof
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policy, organization, medical advancement, demographics and societal attitaideseips
changing. According to Bruner (1999):

Most cultures, one might suspect, have on offer narratives that both denigratendging a
that honor or enable it. Which genre, any particular individual in any particularesult
adopts as a template for his own life story is partly a function of sociaigpoand partly
a function of luck. (p. 3)

Meanings Before Predictions
An observation of Jung (1978) highlights the importance of discovering meaning as an
important source of psychological knowledge:

Anyone who wants to know the human psyche will learn next to nothing from
experimental psychology. He would be better advised to abandon exact science, put
away his scholar's gown, bid farewell to his study and wander with humanhteagh
the world. There, in the horrors of prisons, lunatic asylums and hospitals, in drab
suburban pubs, in brothels and gambling-hells, in the salons of the elegant, the Stock
Exchanges, socialist meetings, churches, revivalist gatherings aaticesstts, through
love and hate, through the experience of passion in every form in his own body, he would
reap richer stores of knowledge than text-books a foot thick could give him and he will
know how to doctor the sick with a real knowledge of the human soul. (p. 81)

The narrative/qualitative paradigm in social studies tries to encompasgtiresples
and to reach the heart and mind of its participants through their own voices.

Narratives: What's the story?

In narratives, researchers relate first and foremost to data thateatees the voice

and words of the research participants. Whether gathered through strircteingews, open-
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ended interviews, written assignments or archival materials ¢@guments and video clips), the

basic unit of analysis is the product of ordinary people’s discourse. Their iraéigrenf the

world; their lives, their arts, their school district, their pain or their gardengthods — and

always in their own words and ways of telling — is the data at hand. As Bearison$2168)
Such approaches rest on the premise that it is best to understafel (g@d how

they behave) on their own terms instead of posing a priori hypotheses andt analyt

presuppositions, as is common in more traditional positivistic methods of

studying human behavior. (p. 21)

And when talking about the importance of storytelling, Bruner (1990) stated, “This
method of negotiating and renegotiating meanings by the mediation of namggpeetation is,
it seems to me, one of the crowning achievements of human development in the ontogenic,
cultural and phylogenetic senses of that expression” (p. 67). For Bruner (1990, 2008}y not
is this the most authentic way to understand people’s behavior and motives, it is also a
fundamental human quality, one that is presented early in development, when a child is bei
brought to understand its surroundings through talking about them in a story-telling form
(Nelson, 1993).

Auerbach and Silverstein (2003), Chase (2008), Eide and Kahn (2008) and Gubrium and
Sankar (1994) stressed also that the overarching assumption of qualitativeistidiepeople
know things about their own lives, about themselves and about other people. Qualitative
research captures the multifaceted and complex nature of human expenanteefperspective
of the individual. One clear strength of qualitative research is its missidarttify, represent
and explain the meaning of the researched phenomenon from the viewpoint of the actor with his

or her own words. Narratives are used to get access to data that is ckuteatexperiences.
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While stories are most often used in connection with life history and biographstivesr
embrace data collection that builds on interviews, open-ended questions, waitiionseand
analysis of speech parts and linguistic expressions. This collection of melbodstaé
individual voice to be heard in all its complexity and idiosyncrasy; from lergtgraphies to
short accounts on specific issues. Wallace, in Gubrium and Sankar (1994), distohguishe
between life stories that are the partial or complete narrative accourpeisioa’s life, that are
shared orally by the person himself or herself and, life stories thev@s&ucted from archival
materials like personal documents, diaries, letters, etc. Although lifesstmually offer
subjective interpretations by the narrators about their lives, theysmabeaklnalyzed from a
social and cultural perspective, providing access to world of meanings thadithdual story
has embedded within it. Narrative research indicates an inclusive, siystesnaof creating the
life story of an individual (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003; Chase, 2008; Gubrium and Sankar,
1994; Higgs, 1999). This approach is especially useful when studying lives of plelephe
because it gives voice to a minority group that is at risk of losing their unigce when
positioned against normative and objective measures (Fischer in Gubrium and($8&&ar

If the image of a researcher analyzing quantitative data is thatra¥elygserious
scientist in a sparkling clean laboratory, wearing a white coat and surrountidulds,
computers and numbers, then the qualitative researcher might be the image of arpensiog d
in papers, notebooks and slips of paper, covered with words, who keeps repeating pdrases a
waiting impatiently for an insight that will miraculously bring everythtogether. From the
chaos of fragmented ideas, multi-media illustrations and piles of papers rantqieture will

emerge.
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In the various discussions on the differences between quantitative and qualitative
analysis, one aspect stands out as a prominent distinction. Quantitative atialysgo
achieve an objectivity that will strengthen its reliability and validitg that will allow a greater
range of generalization. One of the ways to achieve objectivity is by toyahigiinish the
individuality of the data as much as possible. The philosophy of qualitative tegeplies that
the individuality of the researcher — his or her thoughts, ideas, feelings,oivthinking and
looking at the world — is a most important tools in interpreting data. In that sensssential
part of the data analysis is the demonstration of how the data supports the résearcher
interpretations. There is no formal statistical test that will judgadberacy of the results or its
power to predict future events nor will any statistical test supply ieriter generalization.
Instead, the reader of the text is one of many anonymous evaluators that arg ifutig story
holds meaning to them.

When comparing with quantitative methods of inquiry, Auerbach and Silverstein (2003)
suggested the term justifiability instead of reliability and validitgytstated:

It is justifiable, even inevitable for a researcher to useutigestivity in analyzing

and interpreting data. However, it is not justifiable for himmpose his own

subjectivity in an arbitrary manner. That is in a way thatasgrounded in the

data. Unjustifiable use of subjectivity is, in effect, intermigtilata based on the

researcher’s prejudices and biases without regard to the parnsipaperience.

(p. 82-83)

As the focus moves from objective measures to the subjective interpretation of the

individual researcher, the task of the researcher becomes more demandingchhaeca
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Silverstein (2003) referenced three mechanisms to evaluate the justyfiabihe data for
oneself and other readers. These mechanisms are:

1. Transparency. The ability of other researchers or readers to see asthnddée
steps that were taken in analyzing the data and how they lead to the spexjiietations and
conclusions. This does not mean that others should agree with the final shape of thieutesults
they should be able to understand how those results came to be what they are.

2. Communicability. The themes and constructs should be understood by other
researchers and, more than that, by the participants themselves whose thowghfise lihgs
and experiences created these concepts.

3. Coherence. The theoretical constructs should fit together and allow for a coherent
story to emerge in the data.

About authenticity.

Stories can be told in many ways. The same story may have more than one ending, more
than one beginning and many points of importance along the way. A story can bedobagry
time, even when told by the same narrator to the same audience. In an objectivef Watd,
this quality is problematic. In the realm of qualitative/narrative inquitygdomes a point of
strength and advantage that might teach us more than we imagined.

Andrews (2007) discussed the challenges of being involved in narrative resderahe w
are and how we are perceived to be when we present ourselves as researchpes piethe
whom we talk, what they understand about us and our goals and how this understanding
influences their story. An example of such influence was reported by SpeetseiNP008).
Spector-Mersel elicited stories from former high ranking officers ingtaeli defense army. Her

participants believed they were being asked to portray a time in histmynaycin need and the
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heroism of the ones who stayed in its service for most of their lives. Acclyrdimgy tried to
silence, flatten and put aside parts of the story they felt did not match thisrmissi

In a similar way, Polkinghorne (2007) stated: “The threats particular tatinarresearch
relate to two areas: the differences in people’s experienced meaning atatitsethey tell about
this meaning and the connections between stories texts and the interpretatoss oéxts” (p.
471).

The endeavor of representing a studied phenomenon in research tools that, at best, can
represent only part of the phenomenon is one of the main challenges in sociahresea at
times, the most one can do is acknowledge that fact.

Open interview.

The most popular tool for eliciting narratives in a qualitative research garasithe
interview. Rapley (2007) described the nature of interviewing as being thelaydrabit of
asking and answering questions. In the process of this exchange, thesiiedestaracteristics
of the people involved are evolving and changing: “Interviews are, by their very, rstcied
encounters, where speakers collaborate in producing retrospective (and prespectunts or
versions of their past (or future) actions, expectations, feelings and tho(gh®&. However,
the information gathered from interviews can also be seen and analyzed in twoveng: (a)
as a reflection of the reality of the interviewee outside of the interarel\(b) as a reality that is
collaboratively constructed by the interviewee and interviewdiddershoven (2005) discussed
the interaction between stories and the lives they were supposed to represent. gameicbai
the interaction has to do with the ways that the story reveals hidden aspeetsofdife hand

and enables change and development on the other hand.
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Narratives in old age research.

The third stream of thought that directs this research is positioned as a reatiion t
formal theories and objective knowledge that deals mainly with depicting the wahle of
elderly from the point of view of society. In sharp contrast to the view of agirag
phenomenon to be understood within the arena of cultural meanings, social relationsand soci
practices, is the view that the meaning of aging is to be found in individual subye@@aitson,
1986). Narrative researches focus on the experiences and meanings of old ageltarough t
voices of the actors themselves; the way they experience and express Hovbé isemselves
at a certain age (Gubrium and Sankar, 1999). Instead of measuring differertrekills
performances and comparing them to age norms, this kind of research tries to uncover the
specifics of everyday life, activities, thoughts and feelings as tleegxgerienced and reported
by the elderly. The qualitative methods used, (e.g., in-depth interviews, opehegredtions
and a variety of other techniques), produce a model that can express meaning dod issaifd
without, necessarily, having to rely on correlations that come from differens fofrdata.

Steffen (1997) emphasized the importance of the individual story in understanding
general social relations and cultural values. The main reason for satlimglividual story in
social study is its potential to illuminate general cultural phenomena andumination can,
hopefully, prepare the ground for societal change. Thomas (2004) foresaw a utopiain future
which a main role of the elder individuals would be to tell stories about theiy thes
experiences, their actions and thoughts:

...Stories that remind us to be kind to one another, stories that tell us to be wary of

strangers, stories that prod us to welcome strangers, stories that revaaidima of

good and evil-these are the instruments of culture, not the culture itself. (p. 294)
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Another important aspect of elder research is the researcher’'s owadie ost
researchers, while having some personal experiences in other stagehatéfapt yet reached
old age and even if they have reached it, chronologically, their productivity phatebey have
not reached old age socially. Higgs (1999) indicated:

Increasing sociologists and gerontologists have to turn to questions of idedtity a

personal narratives in order to understand how individuals understand their lives and

what they see their concern to be; nowhere is this truer than in the study of old age. (p.

197)

Erikson (1986) conducted a longitudinal study and elicited narratives from elderly
people that were analyzed through the guidelines of Erikson’s theory. Kauf@&t) (993),
who was one of the first to conduct a thorough study on the narratives of old peoplehatated t
in order to ensure a quality of life for the elderly population, one must know whatnsneehe
old and that this knowledge could only come directly from the voices of the eldeither |
study, Kaufman sampled 15 stories out of 60 stories that were elicited fronduradls who
shared some cultural values and ways of life but who differed in their socioecositrations.
She purposely did not ask for a life history or an account of a full story but talkedviideher
participants on several life issues. Kaufman'’s inquiry touched upon the folldemgins:

Life events: What are your earliest memories? Tell me about your children?

Life review: What do you feel have been the important successes in your life? The
frustrations? What were the important turning points in your life?

Identity: What do you see when you look in the mirror? How are you like/unlike your
mother? How are you like/unlike your father?

Aging: How can one prepare for old age? How do you feel about growing old now?
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Kaufman spent a lot of time with her participants in several meeting pkwebuilt a
case of their story, incorporating segments from semi-formal intes\aext casual encounters in
their natural milieu. Through her data analysis, Kaufman came to view the liwes of
participants by the cultural themes that represented them. Themes likwaties, marriage,
acquiescence and self-determination, were identified and explained as\galicthg meaning to
a particular life. One of Kaufman’s main findings was the construction of #lessgself, a term
she used to explain: (1) the ability and necessity of old people to arrandeséisearound a
continuity of the self in a changing world and (2) how, by doing so, they enablecthesi® go
through painful transformations. Kaufman concluded:

The key here is integration; this is the heart of the creative, symbolicsprotself-

formulation in late life. If we can find the sources of meaning held by the \ekiwtisee

how individuals put it all together, we will go a long way toward appreciating the
complexity of human aging and the ultimate reality of coming to terms wits atele

life. (1986, p. 188)

Koch (2000) provided a similarly broad spectrum in presenting the narratives of 11
elderly people who were battling, each in his or her unique way, to carve agldoenmselves
in a rapidly changing reality, afflicted by fragility, sicknessl doss but, also, marked by
courage, humor and creativity. Koch’s mission was to show how different wengrduid,
evolving and rich life narratives from society’s fears and misjudgmeig efderly. Koch
reminded his readers to “respect your elders” and, by doing so, to iapptee humanity in all
of us. There is no doubt that Koch’s heroes, even the ones who seemed to live in phgsical

social neglect and who spent their days in solitary drinking, came out of higptieacas
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complete persons. They were people whose choices, although many timeleduerisociety’s
agents, should be respected.

Rohovit (2000), Thompson (1993), Kahn (1990), Eisenhandler (1986) and Connors
(1986), also, conducted research of older people’s lives as revealed through their Vomie
work represents researchers who position themselves as advocates foeiat segociety that is
perceived to be in need of protection, if not from its own fate, then from that which soaéty
impose on it. Like Kaufman (1986) and Koch (2000) they emerged from their work admiring
their participants and wishing to spread the word that, boiled down to its essegigaead: We
were there. We learned from them. We talked to them. They are great. r@ lteyi@geous.
They are funny, they are sad, they are pathetic. They are human.

Rohovit (2000), who titled her worlkGray Matters”- Re-visioning Women’s Meaning
and Experience of Old Ageimmed up the common agenda: “This project emerged from a
concern that existing popular and scientific conceptual schemes may not fadigunately
capture older persons’ phenomenological experience and, subsequently, counsaynagnithe
practice may not be responsive to their needs and concerns” (p. iv).

Rohovit interviewed ten women about the broad scope of their lives, ranging from
everyday details to questions that touched upon the experience and meaning of agacegpe
of life in the present, as compared to memories of the past, and thoughts about the future
Rohovit’s feelings for her participants were captured in one of her concludingkeama

These alternative narratives give voice to an old age thanh ignabodied,

empowering, existentially intense and relationally embedded exyperi In place

of the simplified distortions of the geriatric body or the agelesnd, these

women bring to life ontology of aging that is dynamically inéérand external,
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physical and emotional... In place of narratives that foretell of despair and

depression, these women “kind of like being older” and some even entbeace

experience of becoming and being older. (p. 189)

Going forward with this agenda, Eisenhandler (1986) entitled her WakShibboleth of
Old Age. She stated: “In order to understand the authentic experience of old age it ianyecess
to listen to the voices of elders as they detail and describe what life i tikem” (p. vi).

Eisenhandler interviewed 50 elderly people ranging from 69 to 92 years oviageriia
residential community. In a detailed, semi-structured interview, she eepiet life of her
interviewees. Her questions spanned from inquiry on earlier yearsggearchildren, work
history) to the present “How is it to be in a certain age?” “What does it mean ta?he"dlthat
kind of health and other problems are encountered?” to the future “What do you thihké& wil
like 10 years from now?” “What advice can you give to a younger person about growirj older
One of her main conclusions was that older people do not incorporate aspects of old age into
their self-concept, unless, health issues were involved or when interactibrsguificant
others (i.e., children, friends) created a context that brought old age to lighEisEohandler,
the most encouraging news was the that her participants could not and would not accept the
claim that they were “the old, those set apart from adulthood, confined to a develdstageta
where adults become infant-like with no identity distinct form that conferrdxidbygically
based progression or through the responses of younger adults” (p. 281).

Connors (1986) studied the lives of six New England women in their nineties,
investigating their everyday lives and experiences as depictedriowrewords. She stated: “I
have participated in the research process with these women in order to creagtarcorttich

their diversity, uniqueness, strength and potential could emerge” (p. 1). Connors wdapone s
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further in her goals for this study. Choosing women who shared the same etmmdcsiycial
class as herself, she wished to find, through their lives, resolution for issubsttieed her in
her own life. Connors made her wish explicit:
Because | fear sickness and don’t yet understand death, | looked to these women for
clues about being healthy and long lasting. Because | wanted to becomeexbmnc
my roots | expected to find these women firmly planted on the ground. Becauseyso man
women’s lives have passed unnoticed, | had a desire to make the invisible visible. (p. 11)
Kahn’s (1990) research, entitled/ing in a Nursing Home: Experience of Suffering and
Meaning in Old Agestarted from a different stance. Suffering was conceptualized as an
experience of a threat to self or personal identity; as such, a nursing hameafped population
was a place where suffering should be looked at. Kahn conducted open ended interviews with
21 nursing home residents. In addition, Kahn collected data by observing the dtigscf
the participants, conversing with staff and involving himself in the home events. Wihethe
because of the setting — a nursing home for people who could not stay by themsgh@® an
— or because Kahn was specifically interested in experiences of suti@dnthe creation of
personal meaning in an existence threatened by distress, two main themgesidnoen his data.
These themes were well summed up in the following metaphors: “going down ‘trandill
“making the best out of it.” Although Kahn’s work seemed to be closer to societaisiatout
the misery and infirmity of old age, the creation of meaning for his participaoteeded in
most cases in taking them beyond their struggling present.
In the belief that objective, quantitative research on old age not only missed the mai
sources of information but did injustice to its targeted population, Thompson (1993) conducted

interviews with elderly people in order to capture their understanding ofotheifives in the
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past and in the future. As he stated, “It is an unfortunate paradox that the energy, waich soc
science researchers have put into documenting the social problems and degrofadider

people in the present, has reinforced conventional misunderstandings and demetrdeg atti
towards the old” (p. 685).

Thompson (1993) considered the balance between concepts of work, leisure, grand
parenting, intimate relationships and perceived meaning in old age. His conclusions
strengthened his theory that pathological and depressive perceptions of old afeslpega
affected the individual’s place in society and, further, created poliae$rdated crisis instead
of looking at preventive measures. Thompson concluded:

Later life from the inside — like life at any age — is a story with its diald, $ts pain

and suffering. But the message which comes most strongly from these acs@dints i

resilience in the face of the twists of fate; of adaptability; and in sonmesé tives, of a

powerfully continuing ability to seize or create chances for fulfiitnehether in work,

leisure or love. (p. 690)

Heikkinen (2004) interviewed and analyzed narratives of 20 aging men and women for
10 years, starting when they were 80 and continuing through the decade to the 10dvieodeve
90 years old. The stories detailed the richness of lives embedded in society unedaralt
depicted the changes in the participants’ perceived aging over time.inB&djberg and
Hallberg (2005) conducted in depth interviews with six women and five men of 80 years and
older, who were still living in their own homes, to explore their experiences ofyqoflite and
what it meant to them. The analysis of the participants’ narratives showeah thiaiity to
adjust to life in the face of uncontrolled changes, without losing theimsatje, self-esteem and

meaning, was the main factor that determined the perception of life’s valaek (2004)
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elicited the experiences of 19 adults living alone in their homes, between the ag&86f8an
age range that is also referred to as the oldest old. One of the unique componentsidy her st
was the advanced age of the participants. Another component was their residenagal part

of the country, which limited the amount of outside interactions and activities trewaalable
to them. Hinck conducted her study from a medical perspective and, therefore,izetphas
issues of health, care and treatment and the everyday needs of an agin§hmthyund the
tenacity of her participants in dealing with these issues to be their nengtstr Values of
mutual aid, family ties and a strong sense of self were the major aspées livés. Staying in
one’s own home was perceived as a victory and a source for their strength.

A logical path to looking at old age is through the experience of the aging bodyt Alle
and Sponholtz (1994) looked at the meaning of old age through the lenses of chronic disease,
where health condition took a chronic form. They concluded that: “In contrast to bablogic
deficiency models, the story concept acknowledges that the individual's perswaaVveas a
source of integrity and identity, which is the object of personal respect and dignify3).

Similar approaches and conclusions were reported by Grenier (2006) and Black @RI2@&)
conducted a study that explored elders’ (80 and over) experiences of sufferifeginGwas
the main theme of his study and he found that asking directly about experiencesrofguff
evoked expressions of sadness and despair. However, the ability to weave cueeng suf
throughout a larger life story and to find the resources within one’s stoggdwar a sense of
completeness and meaning was, strongly, present in the responses of lpgptstic

Ward-Baker (2005), interested in what can be learned about living a “good and

successful old age,” interviewed four men and four women between the ages of 85 and 100. For
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her, the rich, creative and interesting lives that were revealed throughrtiogaats’ stories
should reframe old age:

[Their stories]exemplify a way of being that offers a new dynareigarding image of

late life. This way of being is sustained by an evolving sense of selfjrayfeesturdy

inner resources and of further work to do. Taken together, these factors suggfesha pa

of ongoing development. (p. 243)

Bruner (1999) summed up the importance of “life telling” for aging people. Téng h
lived a long life that, when transformed into a story, can then be continued, developed and
evolved in order to make sense of their future.
The Purpose of the Present Study

The purpose of the present study was to elicit narratives of elderly peoptiingdghe
experiences and meanings of their lives. At the same time, | wanted to trypéune ¢he voice of
society; society’s values, thoughts and emotions about old age, as well asssperegptions of
older people, as they were represented in the narratives of younger people whoehpdrsonal
contact with older people by kinship or friendship. | considered how the differensstevieloped,
where they intertwined and where they differed, what influence they had on eachnathéhat they
told us about old age in our time and in our communities. | wanted to capture the expefiences
elderly people, their thoughts and ideas about their lives but, also, the experiencagef addt is
formed, understood and interpreted in the minds of others close to the elderly. tédal@catives of
elderly people talking about their lives and, at the same time, found out whaofhe gese to them,
whether a son or daughter or friend, could tell me about the life of their eldeeiytr friend. By
doing so, | hope | gained entry to the personal meanings of individuals regardingvheidage and

the way those close to them perceive and understand these meanings.



60

The studies cited here depict an obvious discrepancy between what is gativareltl f
people’s discourse about their lives and what are society’s general imopsesftheir lives. To
complicate the picture, it seems that when talking about their lives withoutetbenpe of a researcher
and outside the context of an elicited narrative, old people’s perceptions of theivesviehded to be
more poignant and more somber (Bobbio, 2001; Erikson, 1997). The present study proposed that the
fabric of one story, told in three voices, would shed light on a stage of life tha¢fea®d to as
unavoidable more than anticipated and would provide details on the way these livesingere be
experienced, retold and perceived. | also hoped to reveal some of the watysssdeias and general
concepts coexisted in and constructed the individual perceptions.

The present study contributes to a growing field that seeks to understand olohagfeef point
of view of the actor. The study captured the tensions between society’s vigsveldérly and the
self-perceptions of the elderly in a unique way. Contrary to existing résead people’s
narratives that positions the individual story in confrontation with societal concgpthe present
study positioned individual narratives of the elderly with individual narrativdsegbeople who knew
them and represented society’s voice. The supposition was that balancitogiéiseo$ real people —
the elderly participants, with the stories of younger representativesiefys his or her offspring and
acquaintance — would yield a deeper understanding of their narratives, onentlfffarethe
understanding achieved when balancing an individual story with societyéstyiaes.

Three voices were elicited in the present study: The voice of the eldertygaant (the actor),
the voice of a son or a daughter (the offspring) and the voice of a young acquairtiantesflast
five years (the acquaintance).

Shulman and Sperry (1992), Myers (1988) and Dobson and Dobson (1985) discussed the

responsibilities of middle aged offspring towards their aging parents. Tih@wgdn generation,” as
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this age group is referred to, must deal, on one hand, with their adolescent children and,ham,the ot
with their aging parents. These two developmental stages — adoleacenule age — have been
compared on the basis of their unbalanced qualities, stormy tendencies and the raad ttiey
experience in a short period of time. Adult children of aging parents standngp@mant crossroad
when dealing with their parents’ lives. They are major witnesses to themntgdives. They have
experienced their elders as the omnipotent figures that their own livekias 8depended on. They
distanced themselves, as much as possible, from these powerful parents when deawelio@wn
independence. They grew closer as they formed their own families units. Arskéhtheir parents
now in their older years while they, slowly, assume their parents’ respdreshbi economic issues,
household matters and medical procedures. Sometimes, they take upon themselvasleffull
caregivers. The offspring standpoint is important when understanding thefleieerly people in
our society. It's emotionally charged but also contains a standpoint wistngepeeptions, present
dealings and future hopes and fears come together to make sense of a life kitsvgllby so
intimately. The voice of the actors’ offspring was the second voice in thenpistady.

The third voice in the present study was the voice of a younger acquaintancéasf tive
years. This voice was constructed from interviews with acquaintances tdehlg participants.
This voice, | believed, could stand for the way the elderly person was percemedldsperson and
how he or she represented himself or herself to a younger member of.sécighermore, the
voice of the acquaintance could have shed light on the way the two individuals managed the
different positions in life and how they contained their intimate knowledge bfather with

society’s expectations.
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Research questions.

Following carefully suggested guidelines ( Auerbach and Silverstein, 2083 Bnd Clarke
2006; Richards 2005; Shkedi, 2003), a thematic analysis of the narrative gatherdwftbrad
groups of participants was performed to inform the following questions:

1) What are the practices and meanings of “being old” in urban New York at femptiene?
How can these meanings inform us about the place of aging in our cultural diseourses

2) How do the perspectives of the actor, the actor’s offspring and the actor’ swagcei
resemble and differ from each other? What is the meaning of the differ@ntilar approaches to old
age? How do the different stories inform, enable and constrain each other? What toe¢bese
voices tell us about the place of aging in people’s hearts?

3) What are the similarities and differences within each group of jpentits,( i.e., actor,
actor’s offspring and actor’s acquaintances)? What do these sieslamnd differences tell us about
the cultural narratives on aging?

4) How are the societal images of old age depicted in the individual narratives@oHow
individuals use these images when explaining, contemplating or questioning ig® cittihe aged

actors?
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Chapter Two: Method

Participants

Forty five people participated in the present study. Of them, 16 were theamggatstof
the study, eight men and eight women who lived in their own homes in the New Yorkeaity a
and were 80 years of age and older. For the purposes of the present study, alhdames a
identifying items were changed. These 16 initial participants (alsoedftr as the actors
group) were recruited in four ways:

1. Three participants were referred to me by friends who knew the studys topi

2. Two participants responded to flyers that were posted in a synagogue anda churc

(see Appendix A for recruitment flyer.)
3. Six participants were referred by other participants.
4. Five participants responded to an e-mail sent through the Graduate Center mail
service.

The second and third groups, offspring and acquaintances, were chosen by the actors
group at the initial stages of recruitment. Each elderly participatdtor was asked to choose a
son or a daughter and a younger acquaintance who could be interviewed about thivastors’
One of the 16 actors did not include his offspring or any of his acquaintances in tihehrasea
another did not select an acquaintance for participation. The three gtoaipidrly
participants or actors, the group of offspring and the group of acquaintances- formedsl4 t

one set of two and one solo story.



64

Data Collection

Initial contact and setting for the interview.

There were two goals to achieve in the first phone contact with potential geamtsci 1)
to ensure potential participants involvement and 2) to explain the conditions of padincipat
mainly, involving an offspring and an acquaintance in the study. To minimize prelyrbiages
towards the study, | avoided mentioning the adjective “old” although all remmitmaterials
asked for people 80 years of age and older. | just mentioned the idea of expleangmgmn
life. The informed consent form stated that the goal of the research pragti @nhance the
understanding of later life by listening to the experiences, perceptions presgions of
individuals who are in the midst of living it.

In this first conversation, | explained to the elderly participants, twanted to talk with
two other people about their lives. After a couple of tries, | eliminated thalpaut other
people that | needed to interview from the first phone conversation because | liatrloe t
elderly participants were more easily convinced to find two more people to ¢ertiyde triad,
after they had met with me, than when they read about it in a flyer or heard abourgttberi
initial phone call.

Seven out of eight of the interviews with elderly women took place in their hordes a
one took place in a coffee shop. However, only two out of the eight elderly men’s wtervie
took place in their homes. The other actors’ interviews were conducted in particibi@cds or
at other workspaces (3), a coffee shop (1) or the Graduate Center (2).

After exchanging greetings and engaging in some small tal&dithee consent form to
each participant and clarified issues, when necessary. The main parinbéthiew was

designed to elicit the participants’ narrative with as little interventsopoasible [see Appendix
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C, Interview Protocol C1 for a full list of interview questions of elderly ppdiats). Each
actor’s interviews started with a general question: “How is life for yosetdays?” Participants
were helped to focus and expand their stories by using clarificationgkeeamal questions. The
second structured question was what a typical day for them looked like. The tistdrstt
guestion was associated with growing old although the term “old” was not Tisedactors were
asked how they saw themselves five years from now.

A similar procedure took place for the interviews of the offspring and adgnaas
groups (see Appendix C, Interview Protocol C2 for a full list of the interviewtiqunesor
offspring and acquaintances). The focus of these interviews was thbhenafyspring and
acquaintances perceived the life of the actor. Therefore, they were askahéhguestions
with the actor as the subject; for example, how they saw their parent or aggoeiint five
years from now. Another question was added regarding their ability to help thely pltent
or acquaintance in their daily activities if needed. Offspring and acqne@éstavere also asked
how they imagined themselves to be when they reach their elderly triad neagzer

After this set of questions, all participants were asked to fill in a denfuigrap
guestionnaire (see Appendix C, for the Demographic Questionnaire C3). Int thartad the
interview, the word “old” was used as participants were asked to sharththeghts and
feelings about old age in general. The demographic questionnaire wagqudsstween the
two sets of questions in order to create a break between the personal inquiry ildertie e
participants’ lives and the inquiry that was geared towards generaiasatiages associated
with growing old.

Four of the offspring’s interviews and two of the acquaintances’ interviess gonducted

via the phone. Although these interviews lacked the personal interaction of anon-ipézsview,
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they did not seem to lack in details and information. However, phone interviews wenlysed
when there was no other choice (e.qg., the participant lived in faraway ptackadno plans to visit
New York City in the foreseeable future). Whenever a phone interview was nec#ssagnsent
forms were sent by mail and the interviews were conducted when the formsetvened.

Data Analysis

Familiarizing myself with the data.

Learning.

The main source of the data consisted of the interviews. The interviews weretedndu
through open-ended questions and a demographic questionnaire. | kept notes before and after
every interview that described the process of establishing connections witketiveeivee (e.g.,
phone calls, emails) and first impressions, ideas and doubts. Notes were ateg&eing the
place of the interview (e.g., what other people were around, phone calls, conusrgatgide of
the interview) and regarding the more technical parts of the interview pit&pisg), consent
forms). That information was useful in preparing sketches of the parti€igad helped to color
and deepen their stories as they were formed through their own words.

Reading and rereading.

A professional transcriber who signed a confidentiality agreement titaed¢he
interviews. For confidentiality reasons, the names of all participalhtsames that were
mentioned in the course of the interview and any other identifiers were chadngadormed all
post-transcription readings and analyses, using a multiple-read methodology

The first reading of the transcriptions was done while simultaneously tigtemthe
tapes. This reading was also used to review every transcribed word for,editage it was

unclear or misunderstood by the transcriber. The second step in owning the data and in
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becoming familiar with its form as a written text was reading it in eenaiy three times.
Although it may seem mechanical, reading, rereading, and then reading agaitegias to the
consolidation of valid first impressions and the creation of new meanings.

Working with the data.

Giving a title, writing notes.

On the fourth reading, | started to summarize each paragraph by givingdrgptiee
title that usually came from actual phrases used in the interview. Eagbigjinterviews (i.e.,
actors, offspring and acquaintances) were read independently. On the @itlyyéanscripts
were read grouped by triads; | wrote notes for every transcription imgjcatin ideas and also
the general impressions revealed by the written version of the voices. In thesprbeeading
and familiarizing myself with the data, | prepared a short summenraébr garrative. In this
way, the essence of each interview was also captured in the formssagnamd not only as a
dialogue between participant and interviewer.

Categorization.

To start the process of condensing the data, | created a table that conmimeday of
each paragraph of the interview. Some of the summaries were easily caddtedyas enough
to explain them (e.g., “The Writing Project,” “Death of Husband at an Early’ Agorries for
Children’s Well-being”). Other paragraphs needed a longer title to captireontent. For
example: “Deep friendship with six women and worries to lose them as deatinistant
present.” “Meditation — takes a big part in life — and helps overcome anxieties and
disappointments.” “Growing up in a poor family, could not afford college, got rdagady on

and raised a big family, attended college later on.”
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With the table, | formed categories that would become the themes used tdantitre
meanings the elderly participants gave to their lives.

Arranging the data according to categories.

Once an initial list of categories was extracted, quotations relevaatihocategory were
put together for each of the 16 actors. A different file had the list of catedloaiewere used for
every interview. After eliminating, consolidating and adding categori@saldist of themes
was created (see Appendix D for full list of Themes).

Some of the themes initially identified were not included in the final ligtely were
either mentioned by very few of the participants, or did not seem to offeraaddlitnsights into
the themes described in the following chapter.

Analyzing offspring and acquaintances interviews.

The interviews of the offspring and the acquaintances groups were thezednaith
these particular themes. In addition, two topics that were specifieddlyant to these two
groups were coded: their perceptions of their own old age and their ability to helgeHg
participants in their triad in his or her physical needs.

Arranging data under themes.

The different narratives were arranged under the final themes (see ApPeiod full
list of themes). | kept, however, the personal identification of each quotatiomdepip® each
theme so as not to lose the voice of the individual. | arranged them by group aadsgrd
looked for the story of the group, the story of the triad and the story of the individual.

Although the data gathered in this study represents a reality outside of thelraom, t
reality was being shaped and molded by the interaction that was built wghiadm. By

choosing a specific path or following a specific hint, the interviewer darence the data, move
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it and rearrange it to coincide with his or her interests. However, it can asoifkeraction
between people where the dynamic between the interviewee and the intecaavsaift the
focus and rearrange the information. For example, the interviewee mayrbsteden
conveying a message that is less relevant to the topics discussed but iseward telthe
interviewee’s own ideas regarding the interpretations that might be givlea tiata. | tried to
be aware of the undercurrents and their influence while conducting the inteavidwgen
analyzing the data. | strove to keep in view the multidimensional aspects dbi#t®siand

how they could build, affect, turn around and influence the conclusions that were drawn.
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Chapter Three: Findings

The present chapter consists of three parts. The first part consists gfrdphio
information of the three groups of participants and sketches of the eldertypaants. The
second part consists of the descriptions of the setting of the interviews and aduked to the
understanding of the narratives. The third part lays out the different themesibatdan the
narratives of the actors and the ways these themes were reflected ispheg@f and
acquaintances’ narratives.

Who They Are

The actors.

The 16 elderly participants who told me stories about their lives were wetly teir
own people as they were an opportunity, a lens through which to look at our neighborhoods and
ourselves. The engagement in telling, listening, explaining, observing arpietitey the voices
of the three groups of participants created a new balance between the evesitiagind the
way one represented that reality in a narrative format for others to gharmmportant segment
in this balance was the elderly participants who gave the main voice, the vdieeactdrs, to
the present study. The information for this section was gathered fromrtkeriipad interviews
for all three groups and from observations and notes taken during the interviews.

The actors were similar in more than one way (see Appendix B, Table 1 for their
demographic distribution). They were born between the years 1914 and 1929 and an average age
of 84. Fourteen of them were born in the USA, ten of them in New York City, where they
currently lived. Four were born in other states and two were born in Europe. Nine of the
participants had a graduate school education, five had a BA degree and twd teféresr

education as high school degree with some college courses. In comparison, the group of
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offspring had a similar educational profile; eight had a graduate schomtezh and six had a

BA degree. Given the different historical times, the elderly group consispesbpfe who were
above their generation in terms of educational and vocational achievementssanteg they

had done slightly better than their offspring. Most of them held professional positianedt

of their adult lives (social work, education, business, medicine, etc.). Only one wasan w
homemaker, once she got married. One woman never married at all. Two pasti@panthan

and one woman, did not have children; each chose young relatives as their offsjmengOut

of the eight women, only one lived with her husband at the time of the interview, the others lived
by themselves- either divorced (one) single (one) or widowed (five). Athdrewere married

and lived with their spouses.

When | began to think about the present study, | felt that | wanted to have a ifzesper g
of the experience and meaning of old age. | wanted to talk to people who, other than their old
age, did not suffer from severe impairments which affected their level of mdlepee. With
my participants — who were of Jewish origin (15 out of 16), living in NYC, grady&tom
fine universities and high level professionals — | could easily be looking atmyuture.

The offspring.

The offspring group seemed to be a fair representation of urban middle classresnembe
and the children one would expect the present group of actors to raise (See YXApBpdratile
B2 for demographic distribution). At the time of the interviews, their aveaggevas 50,
situated within the age range of the baby boomers. They all had reached varisusf leve
college education, to various degrees and all were professionals. Halihoivdre married, five

were single and two were divorced. Of the 15 members of the group, half had childeza. T
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was greater variation in marital status within this group when compatkd &utors (parents)
group but not so much regarding education and profession.

The acquaintances.

The group of acquaintances was the most difficult group to establish (see Appendix B,
Table B3 for demographic distribution). In comparison to the actors group, more ke ha
acquaintance group was born outside of the USA. Educationally and professiongahyetbe
similar to the rest of the participants. It took longer for the elderly paatits to choose them.
Although the selection criteria were made clear to them, actors did not dbMlaysthe request
to choose (1) acquaintances that were younger than themselves and (2jtacgesithat had
known them for the last five years. | ended up interviewing the people that Wegredd¢o even
if, when meeting them, | realized that they were not significantly yeuttngn the actor who
referred them(3), or that they knew the actor significantly more thandaes(2). The average
age of the acquaintance group was 57. Among the 14 acquaintances, three could have been
interviewed as actors (although they were a bit younger than the peopledhadrdiem) and
two knew the actors for more than five years. The acquaintances group alsul differe
amount of intimacy they shared with the actors. Some of them knew their acttyrsvett
some claimed to know them a little.

Sketches of the elderly participants.

Hanna.

Hanna was 86 years old. | interviewed her in two sessions and then visited her, once or
twice, for a friendly chat. | did not have post-interview visits with any efthher participants.

Hanna was concerned about the interview. Mainly, about topics and questions that would

be covered and she called me a couple of times before our actual meetingan&tketavrknow
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exactly what | was looking for and, more than that, what | wanted to hear fratmah&rould
also portray her in a way Hanna herself would approve of. She canceled thé&dstled
meeting because she could not sleep all night, trying to think of what she could say about
“meaning in life.” Hanna made it clear that, in her opinion, there was no meatriifeg iAs she
said in one of our early phone conversations, “What’s the meaning of all that? Tftevaas’

A widow for over 40 years, with three grown children and several grandchildren, Hanna
lived by herself in a tidy apartment in the center of the city. The sasmiad her were noisy
and bursting with movement and energy. It was quiet and still in her home. Her living room
seemed to be a memory room: pictures, objects from faraway places but alsmesagaail
and a piano. Her bedroom was an island of technology; Hanna connected to the outside world
through the Internet and used a computer, a printer and a fax machine. She was sl and a
bent. She walked with difficulty, due to a severe back problem, but her hair was dorgs her |
had lipstick, her mind was sharp and her opinions were strong and articulate. She had books she
thought | needed to read, pictures | needed to look at and events that needed commentary. The
interaction was lively. Hanna showed a keen interest in my affairs and nly barqjiin the
background, there was always the loneliness that she expressed in the followimgntom
“What will I do when you are gone?” There was a silent sense of desfraldanna, more so
than with any of the other participants.

Pearl.

At the time | met Pearl, | was still preoccupied with my pre-conceivedmstibout old
age; however, her calculated optimism, her agency and her ability to set longdateaere
inspiring. Pearl was 78. She had the figure of a young girl, slim and well pomgalt She

walked around with a straight back and with grace. She maintained her good posture and
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youthful appearance, among other things, by regular visits to a local gyragtahlieee times a
week). Later, | learned that her healthy life style was relatreggnt, the result of a traumatic

life threatening illness from which she recovered a couple of years agoeddeery made

Pearl determined to maintain her body in the best shape she could and from aga telwas
heavy side” woman who never exercised and never paid too much attention to healfloy nutrit
she became a model for her age. That determination helped Pearl througiukh lefifi

Widowed with three small children, she went back to school, earned a degree and worked for
many years in a public institution. She retired as the head of her departvtemning for her
husband’s death was long but, once she was on the track to healing, she continued successfully
with her life. She lived in a subsidized apartment for elderly citizens, a moveaslacafier

being on a waiting list for many years. This move was one example of her tetal@hamn

ahead and set goals for the future.

Lydia.

Lydia was 89 when | met her and, until recently, she was still working a coupleschday
month as a substitute teacher in a school near her home. Lydia lived in a buildhvagtkame
city-subsidized apartments for elderly citizens. It wasanatssisted living environment but an
“elderly-friendly, doorman building.” When | met her, Lydia was about to embark on a new
career as a writer. She was in the midst of writing a memaoir that would erptgast her life
story but her story in light of the historical times in which she had lived. Lydidqesd her
story as embedded in the times she lived through. She was interested in tted palikisocial
insights that could be generated from those times and through her own personakanecdot
Although she had her share of romantic relationships, she never married. dudialie most

satisfying period of her life to be the time she was involved in radical sociahmeows,
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surrounded by sharp, intelligent people who worked for social causes. She wasadself-m
woman who left home young and supported herself through two masters’ degreesraed ia ca
nonprofit organizations. The first daughter in a large family, Lydia wasrtgme behind

moving the family forward. In addition to being her mother’s helper from an egelywden

she moved out of the house, she was the one to help her siblings to achieve their dreams. In he
late eighties, with the death of her younger and only remaining brother, laydithat she had

started to make peace with the past and was looking at some psychologicelsctivati she

believed, had held her back in some areas of her life. It was a process that brounginglirte

and tranquility and, at the same time, allowed her to put her life into a moralbevor

perspective.

Marge.

Marge was 78 years old but, in our first phone call, she sounded too young to be part of
my research. When meeting her, she was radiant and energetic — qualitiesy ¢hatll
communicated even over the phone. During the interview, she sat on her sofa with one leg
underneath her in a complicated posture that required flexibility and endurance. Ydunatoul
know that, for many years, she had suffered from sleep apnea and that it had e t@nstant
state of fatigue. Long divorced and raising two children, she worked hard tam&ietself
and her family. She never married again and lived by herself in a cozy eparfime city had
been a big player in her life with its possibilities and institutions, classkpeople. Marge
liked to travel and hoped never to stop. She tried to visit as many countries and cultures as
possible. She was hungry to learn more about people and about herself. Marge was one of the
few participants that firmly stated her belief that things might be ewea axiting five years

from now and that aging should not affect her. However, practicality was oneofthes;
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there was a spare room in the apartment in case she needed assistance tasigidilg to age
related deterioration.

Mary.

Mary held to her daily routine: visiting a cultural center where she worked andh
writing, ate lunch, socialized with people her age and came back in the afternoon for a quiet
evening at home. Mary felt that it would have been difficult for her to overcome lif@ctess
without the cultural center. She would have been lost in sadness; lost in worries atdout a s
family member, lost in longings for her husband who died early and who left her olrarghe
with a big family and no job. Mary was 80 years old. Her voice was weak anpeleehsslow
but her appearance was strong and solid. The bright pictures she painted were hung on her
apartment walls as a vivid reflection of her inner strength and optimism. &@yoywj Mary was
too poor to afford college but completed her education, later in life, with the help of ataigopor
husband who encouraged her to pursue her interests. Mary lived on a small budgeéthygl, rec
one of her daughters moved in with her; this made her feel much more secure anklgss |
even if they did not spend much time together.

Misha.

Misha appeared in strong colors: bright reddish hair, deep red blouse, black leather pants,
blue eyes and bold lipstick. She was beautiful and being in her eighties did not chambeit.
spirit and manners, Misha was an artist. She smoked, although she had just recovesied from
difficult iliness. She raised her voice and talked with her hands, she wrote and cdbmpese
and her apartment was a mess. At the age of 81, Misha felt that she had evengbingd,
only not for a long time. Now she was still struggling economically. Misha livedimnadi

apartment in a commercial part of the city. She did not like to tell her age bsbautid not



77

feel her age — but also because she was afraid that her part time position waldehldeom
her, if her employers knew how old she was. From her perspective and with heraigogsr
faith, everything was possible and she planned on being around for a long time tath all
faculties intact. Recently, she applied for a scholarship given to young Jetigtsh é&5he hoped
that they would be open enough to consider her but they were not.

David.

David was waiting for me in front of our meeting place, neatly dressed, shgite fin
appearance but with a warm and firm handshake. David was 92 years old and planned to live at
least to 100 years. He did not anticipate anything bad happening to him between now and then.
In any case, he claimed, “We are all forms of energy and we don’t deallywe transform.”

The possibility of moving into an assisted living facility was mentioned inlyagiiscussions but
David did not want to and, at any rate, it was too expensive. “We lived too long,” hedgiggl
did not factor into my financial arrangements that we will live so long.”

His family was the most important part of his life these days. Unfortun#tely were
far away and he didn't get to see them often. Optimism was the foundation of lea@xisHe
liked to read but his eyes were weak, so he listened to taped books. He could stilegkgnd
was the president of his neighborhood chess club. His memory failed him but his wife
remembered very well what needed to be remembered and besides, “A faifimayyrhelps you
forget the bad moments.”

Sherry.

Sherry was the only married woman in the actors’ group. Sherry worried while her
husband did not. Eighty eight years old, elegant and well groomed, she could hardly walk and

used a walker. Her posture was bent and she looked thin and fragile. Sherry worriggt She
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betrayed by her body. She had always been in good shape — exercising, walkingpamgl &e
healthy life style. Now she was crippled with a weak body and much pain. If she didngne t
during the day, like going out shopping, she was tired for the rest of the day. [siebgen a
homemaker all her life, raising her children and taking care of the house while benthus

provided for the family. She was a great cook and very particular about clearangtaiNing

these functions was still her most important concerns but it had become difficultuchsas

she tried, she could hardly keep up with the very basics. She worried about what would happen
if she could no longer do even the little she still did. For the present, she and her husband were
managing by taking things slowly and doing less then they wanted but enoughyo Géielory

was one of the more disabled people among the participants. She was in pain moshef the t
and totally dependent on her husband to get around. However, she showered by herself and
every morning, if she was not in pain and if she had a nice plan for the day- lunch vetida fri

or sitting in the park — she was happy.

Hersh.

Hersh was 80 years old and had no complaints. Life had treated him well. Hélwas s
working in his consulting business a couple of hours a day, had a large range of intesests, wa
physically and intellectually active and was passionate about whatdeelble fixed in
American society. Most actors stressed their progressive sottisdedtand so did Hersh,
considering himself to be a socialist and a liberal. He lived in a house full &siiey objects
but felt ready and able to move to assisted living, if required. Hersh wasahfar a long time
and had children and grandchildren.

Hersh was more interested in the scientific standards of qualitativeatesiean in his

answers to the research questions. He was the only participant, for examplequvtea iwhy |



79

had advertised in my flyer that | am interested in the meaning of life but rekest about it
directly in the interview. He questioned my questions and wondered what | could possibly do
with the answers. Some of his doubts resonated and are still with me

Jonah.

Jonah was born in Eastern Europe and still had traces of an accent in his speech. At the
age of 84, he was still working as a consultant and assistant in a nonprofit orgareatised
to chair for many years. Jonah was a man of action, busy and goal-oriented. iV sat
conference room in the offices of the organization he worked for, constantlyptést by
secretaries who came for his signature or who transferred phone caitts teit of it had to do
with Jonah’s orientation towards work; after his retirement from an executiiteppbke
offered his help for whatever was needed. Some of what he was now doing was appiarently
minor importance but Jonah felt just as comfortable signing off small expaisdes felt talking
to high-ranking foreign politicians. Jonah so identified with his work that he would mémag
talk about it from any angle presented. His life as a young Jewish boy in cah§ueope, his
escape from the Germans to the United States, his return as an Americanfighitiing for the
liberation of his home country — all this indicated the roots of Jonah’s lifelong skssevice
to the Jewish people. Jonah described it more simply: “I did what | needed to doitknd | w
continue as long as | can.” Jonah was also a devoted family man and an actiyg@paitic
social activities and social charities.

Maria.

Maria lived with her daughter, which meant there was someone else in thenithuser
to share dinners, weekends and the everyday comings and goings of a household. | needed

Maria’s daughter, however, to enlighten me about her mother’'s melancholy — sontiething
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did not pick up on initially. Maria was 88 years old, small and thin and unable to sit silbfor
long. There was always something that needed to be done. Maria was one of the few
participants who talked about the past more than she talked about the present. Hevestries
detailed and interesting. As a young divorcee with two small children, (aeavinen support
for women who left home was not at all assured), her life story was paved withesatat
victories. Maria also told the story of the city — of times when neighborhoo@ssats,
families were united and everyone on the block was struggling. Maria deslcelsz|f as an
energetic young girl and a very vigorous, active, woman; traits that 8hedlas being the core
of her identity. She was still doing some clerical work from home for a bigamynpaking care
of three or four pets, trying to take care of the house and driving a friend to the déaavass
doing all that encumbered by a fragile, not too strong, not too healthy and aging lmouyshe
did not like it at all. She wanted to be able to do much more.

Simon.

At 93-years-old, Simon looked his age and depicted a distinguished air of authority,
confidence and pride. Simon, a successful businessman, thought that my researcetalvas tr
my questions naive and supposed that the answers, | would get from my participants, would
probably be of minimal importance. Simon also argued that there was reallydhim nee
construct a triad for him; his offspring were busy and the only young acquaintaricas he
worked for him and, therefore, could not talk candidly about him. Simon gave me a frank, to the
point, interview, regarding his participation as an opportunity to influence a yogegeration.
For Simon, such occasions should be executed in the hope that one might help raise the world up
from the gutter — not that he had much optimism for the future of the world. The contbversi

issues of old age and aging were dealt with cynicism and Simon concealed iag #mxughts



81

about the future with jokes about his immortality. Simon held a pessimistic viewvahaiut
would become of our world but a very solid and optimistic view regarding his personal
achievements and goals.

Abraham.

Eighty five years old, polite, humorous and even-tempered, Abraham wondered why his
daily routines were so predictable, why his life had shrunken into this calm, stfrpas
existence, where the main excitements were of the unwanted kind (e.g.sviarhes wife’s
health). However, Abraham, married with children and grandchildren, loved his routines:
dedicating long hours for grocery shopping and preparing dinners, takimdl andtne
neighborhood on a nice day, visiting the gym regularly and enjoying conversatibns
neighbors and friends. Abraham was also an example of the burden modern life puts upon
families. His children lived nearby and, hypothetically, he could see theenaftgh. In reality,
they spoke once a week or so over the phone and saw each other only occasionally.

Jayson.

Jayson, at 80 years old, was still experiencing his life on high amplitudesn k¢
spoke about his painful forced retirement, it sounded like it had happened yesterday. When he
commented on the state of the country, he was worried and annoyed. When he spoke about his
family life, he was amazed that some issues felt as forceful todayyadidng0 years ago.
Fifteen years a retiree, Jayson was still trying to find a meanirgitine for his life. He was
not bored — quite the opposite. Sometimes, it was not clear to him how he could fit, before he
retired, a full time position as a managing executive into his life, wherthmere was so much

else to do. After accomplishing the details of his daily routine — takingot¢dr@usehold
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matters, exercising, reading, meeting with friends — there was not mucletirfoe the more
serious projects he had planned to accomplish when he retired.

Bernard.

Bernard'’s interest and familiarity in psychology made the interview iioan orderly
fashion. At 81 years old, it seemed that he’d told his life story many timegsatd himself.
Bernard was deeply introspective about his life. For Bernard, the beginningnydsse
middle-life an improvement and now, for the last third, it was better every dake beginning,
he lost his mother at the age of five and grew up with a resentful father. The yeiddie
improved when a relative sent him to therapy, which he continued for many ysaltsngan
college education and a career as a professor. The last third of his |égemdsetter, when
Bernard discovered his real passion and talent for art and he began to paint gorildtanths
married and enjoyed couplehood, social life and a house in the country. Bernard wasvead
when talking about what he had accomplished. For him, every year seemed to beng mor
possibilities.

Arthur.

Arthur, 84 years old, was the perfect interviewee; witty and clever, quickke ma
contact, interested in the interviewer without being intrusive; he was ifudight funny, telling
great stories and anecdotes that reflected a rich, spiritual and advenfero@ing from
Eastern Europe as a child and growing up in a hardworking immigrant family, Artiealr f
himself from ties to family traditions he did not agree with, joined the arneg tuit few careers
and, finally, established himself as a known scholar. He also enjoyed a golydifa, children
and grandchildren, a social network and a fabulous retirement into a new haigiic Arthur

treated me as he probably treated his students during his work as a collegeqordfe was
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slightly amused by my questions, but, always, cordial and cooperative and icieadgted in
influencing my thoughts. Arthur was open about his life and fun to talk to. Only when he
reached out for the water glass or to shake my hand, was his constant tretotdiegble and
his strong and energetic voice over the phone concealed the fact that he needednooee tha
reminder as to the things we agreed upon.

Looking across the sketches.

An important observation came out from re- reading the sketches presented here. |
seemed that if | took out the obvious tells of age (chronological age, for exampkRetolyes
would become ageless. The complexity around old age, the slippery definitions and
multidimensional perceptions: when was one considered old, who knew when one was old, how
did it feel to be old, what did it mean to be old, influenced the written representationsringbl
the impact of age and making the script general.

The setting.

In order to understand the narratives that follow, it was important to make note of the
different settings of the interviews that provided additional information. The hdatmgse
permitted me to have a rare glimpse of the participants’ personal spabeswaytthey moved
around the space, the things they surrounded themselves with, the motion, the noise or the
guietness of their homes. In some cases, the setting complemented the cohéeimtefiew.
For example, Hersh met with me in his home office; the phone calls, the active apniaute
books and paper work scattered about, all indicated that he was leading a verlfactFor
others, it was a welcome contradiction. No matter what Mary could or could noetabhont
her main activity of the day (taking art class), seeing the brightlyemlaptimistic, paintings

on her walls told me much more than her words. It was a vivid demonstration of the balance she
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was negotiating between the despair, brought on by some of the harsésreélter life, and
her ability to put all her worries aside and reveal a colorful inner world ipaietings.

In some homes, it was the life on display that impressed me the most: Framed,picture
little objects from different places, special books, written works, acknowledgrofepéast
achievements, medication, postcards. Sometimes, the richness of the displagheas
contrast to the quiet, sometimes shallow, if not empty, present. Often, it wasdpesay
woven together of past and present. Interviews in participants’ officeshar Graduate Center
had a different, almost contradictory flavor. There, where the majority séfsy were
comparatively young and in the midst of a younger generation buzz, the particiipambs
seem to belong or blend — they stuck out.

An important aspect of authenticity in narrative research concerns who eseaschers
are in reference to the topics we try to explore and how much we are emotionatgdnve
those topics. How much of what drives us is a personal quest and how much of it is an
intellectual curiosity. For my elderly participants, | was abouttieethat their offspring might
be; | was not a typical younger graduate student but | was young enougin tihdé@osition of a
student to them. The offspring and the acquaintances groups were more or less of my
generation, dealing perhaps with similar dilemmas regarding agmegts and their own aging
process. Still, the main players of my research were the elderly partscgrahthe greatest
challenge was to present their voices in an authentic way.

Themes of Meaning

In the next section | describe the themes that came out from the eldedippatt’

narratives and the ways these themes appeared among their offspring antatps

narratives when talking about the elderly participants’ lives. (See Appendixfdll list of
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Themes). Embedded in the narratives were aspects of lives in the midst ioiggotly Some
of the triads’ interviews advanced in parallel paths depicting a unifyingextige regarding the
actors; some shed light on different angles of the actors’ lives. Depending ordihgs, the
three voices of the triads — the elderly participant, the offspring and the rateoca — were
presented either as a collective voice (e.g., the group of actors, the growgpohgffthe group
of acquaintances) or as the voices of each individual triad (e.g., Hanad, Aithur’s triad).
When two triads or more depicted similar ideas, | mentioned them under thetia(eegt,
Lidia's and Marge'’s triads).

First reflection on self, on parent, on acquaintance at present.

The following theme represented the first reflection of the participantkeir lives and
the first reflections of their offspring and acquaintances. In that sersthehme served as a
meta theme, an introduction to the different narratives and the way they irdeaadte
intertwined among each triad.

“How is life for you these days?” “How is life for your parent these day$®w is life
for your elderly acquaintance these days?” The opening question usually resalteatcount
that tried to capture life in general for the actor. People usuallyedfermwhat they considered
to be a main characteristic of the life in question and elaborated on that. As thiewntelled
on, they added more details to this initial, spontaneous narrative and then moved oretat diffe
topics.

Hanna'’s triad.

Hanna’s triad, when reflecting on her life at present, showed more diverse opiraons
any other of the triads. Hanna, her son and her young acquaintance each had a different

understanding of her life. Although, they all were quite knowledgeable about tigdaybits
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and pieces, their interpretations of these details were different and displayemhtplexity of
diverse perspectives. Hanna was among the few ones who reported beingridrity/so in
her opening remark: “Life is alright but it's a little lonely. It's hattls hard. Am | unhappy?
No, I'm not unhappy, I'm lonely.”

Her son, while identifying also her loneliness as a major theme in her irfejtga
different interpretation:

| think, all in all, probably, loneliness is what best characterizes herigfateow. She

is pretty lonely, at the same time; she has a hard time being with people. So the

loneliness is to some degree of her own creation.
For Hanna'’s young acquaintance, loneliness was not the main feature thétrstamenind.
Her first impression of Hanna was almost of a different quality:

Hanna, for me, is a person that loves life. She’s very passionate. Maybe disafigrs

as well, since she, | believe, is a very passionate individual. And | feel thahelteng

on passionately to every moment. | think she takes every moment in a very meaningful

way. And she attempts to make the most of it.

Pearl’s triad.

Pearl’s triad was a triad of consensus where all three members dddezitlife these
days in a positive and appreciative tone. Pearl declared that:

Overall, | would say that it's remarkably good. | have some light medicalgonshbut

in general, they’re not life threatening and they don’t slow me down too much. And I'm

at the best time of my life. | consider this the best time. Though, | can pick individua

events earlier in my life that stand out as being very outstanding events tBumhs of
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overall, in general lifestyle, the general way I live my life and feel abgselhand my

life — it's the best that it's ever been.
Her daughter felt the same:

My observations are that she’s very happy. She loves retirement. She’s erymnact

life; she probably is busier than | am. It's wonderful, to be that alive and that aotl

that much involved with her community. So life for Pearl is full; it seems veryirxci

to me. It makes me happy to know that she has this full life. | find it fas@rtaat you

can retire and be busier than you were in your life before that. But it's gogpéd- lshg’s

painting and she goes to the gym three times a week, you know? Amazing, amazing to
me.

Pearl’s acquaintance, who was closer to her age, was more cautious in hptiaescrt
she, also, thought that life these days seemed to be agreeable to Pearl:

| think she is enjoying it. | think she certainly has concerns about her agih¢ghamd

that’s frequently related to a lot of friends of her that have various illneBsgsverall,

| think she has really enjoyed her retirement and made the best of it. Sbgiagher
family.

Lidia’'s and Marge’s triads.

For three out of the eight women | interviewed, the first statement made ladiolives
was one of satisfaction (although with different levels of agency and powera dddiMarge
talked from different angles but in the same manner. Like Pearl, the “now” wadddsas
being the best time of their lives. Their offspring and acquaintanceldedatne way. Lidia
and Marge were free, independent and had enough money for their needs. They ieetiedous

ever and enjoyed a life lived for themselves without family members needing freey felt
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the mistresses of their houses, controlling their money and time. However,dmo#nvelt that

the only thing they needed more of was time. There were so many cultural ahe\sztis

they wanted to be part of and the days were too short. Even though they talked later mbout the
concerns and doubts, their first and strong reactions to life these days weristmpaind

thankful.

Sherry’s triad.

Sherry was one of the most physically feeble actors. At the age of 88, ghredrfdm
fatigue, back pain and could barely walk, even with the help of a walker. Having baetivan
woman until she reached that stage, she felt that her independence was beainigamper
slowly but surely. Sherry was one of the few participants who talked about feduse should
her medical situation deteriorate. She was anxious because she did not seemryp have a
solutions ready. However, her attitude was positive and, in a simple way, she shaldityan
to find joy within a difficult situation. When starting her account on how life is fqrdier said:

Not great. But on some days when | wake up and I've had a good night’s sleep and,

maybe, we have a date for lunch or something— that's better than other days svhen it’

grey outside and we have no plans and | didn’t sleep well. | feel sorry forf nwyesk|

c’est la vie However, on certain days, | feel happier than other days.

Her son, who focused on her medical situation as the main feature of her Efeldyss
saw also possibilities; even a walker could become an improvement if you look dgtithestic
angle:

| think it’s a little difficult right now. She is very weak. So she can’t do the ¢hikg

the things that she was able to do. She can’t get around as much as she would like,

although, I think she’s probably a little stronger, maybe a little bit nmmédent than
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she was a year ago. | saw her couple of months ago and, then, the last tirher wa®
about three weeks ago and there was some improvement. But she’s still weak and it
bothers her—although you know, she is 88 and | am glad that her mind is still alert. And
now she uses the walker, which gives her more freedom. For a year or so beteas she
given the walker, she actually fell two or three times.
The young woman Sherry chose as her acquaintance supplied the voice of convention
which suggested life must be hard if you are where Sherry was:
| think it's hard because it's hard to, you know, be getting older and older. | think it's
hard because she knows it's the end of her life. |1 don’t know that much but | know that
their bodies aren’t working as well as they used to, so they have physicahgahats
hard for them.
Nevertheless, she emphasized:
When we talk to her, she sounds very good, so her big family keeps her going. She talks
to her sons, and then, of course, their kids and grandchildren. | think that gives some
meaning to her life. Otherwise, it must be hard, that's what | think.
Maria’s triad.
Like Sherry, Maria was also 88 years old, small and fragile — but she pksente
different perspective. In a way, Maria never really came to terthsgnowing old. Becoming
less independent, more fragile and losing her faculties was unforgivablea $dkudrove in her
neighborhood, took her friends to doctor appointments and did not hesitate to stand on the
kitchen counter to water her hard-to-reach plants or to hang all her Chrégomations. Her
daughter has moved into Maria’s house and Maria enjoyed an active household. Stdls she w

not happy; if anything, she was restless and feisty. Maria began by countingdsands,
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however, sarcastically:
But as I've said, I'm lucky. | could be in a wheelchair, | coulddeaf, | could be a
diabetic, | could have kidney, | could be on dialysis — you know, all tldit st’'m
lucky though; | mean, | have my daughter here. So every orcevimle, there is a little
something that comes up. Lifts you out of your wondering why were in the first
place. 1 don’'t know. Old age? |don't like it.
Her daughter thought her mother was not content but suggested that, maybe, #aria ha

always been like that. Her first reaction to how life was for Maria:
Difficult. Not because she’s so physically handicapped, although she is toia certa
extent. But she’s not happy. You know, | guess, sometimes, she is but | wish sHe were,
wish — Okay, she’s not happy. | wish she were more happy. | wish she was happy but
you know what? | don’t think she’s ever really been happy. So, maybe, how can |
expect her to be happy now? She doesn’'t have enough strength in her legs, though.
She’s mad that she can’t do everything she’s always been able to do. Théatisghe t
She’s very upset that, why can’t she run around? Well, she’s so sharp and she can’t do
all of the things that she wants to do because of her physical body. But her mihd is sti
doing all of them. She wants to pull the house apart like she used to, you know, she
wants to pull the garage apart like she used to.

Maria’s acquaintance had an optimistic view of Maria:
| think she has a great life. She has a daughter living with her now. Shejsaatnes
woman. Maria is always busy doing things. And | always say to her, “I hopleotinat
day be just like you, a very active lady.” | think she has a blessed life. &he 8&

enjoy her life. Maria never shows me that things bother her, really — thaggdtter
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bothers her — so | don't think that it bothers her. | think that it's something that she has

accepted. We all going to get older and you're going to do things slower, at a slower

pace.

Mary’s triad.

For Mary, it was not her own health but the health of a close relative that dffiecte
general mood; she was worried and helpless because she could not be of much halp to the
And yet, Mary could look at the positive side of her life now and so could her daughterrand he
acquaintance. Mary said:

Well, life now — | try to keep myself occupied so | don’t go to pieces right now, which

would be easy for me to do. | go on to the senior program. And | go there four times a

week. I'm a painter and | paint there. And | see people there that | Ikeneh. So

this helps me. You can’t be happy. Because it's always in the back of my msnd;ithi

the back of my mind always. But as | say, I'm very fortunate that | am invebita art

and painting because I'm still trying.

Her daughter expressed more clearly the benefits of life now for Mary:

| would say that she’s going through lots of stress over the iliness in tHg; faowever,

she’s coping very well and she still continues her activities. And actuabne ways,

she feels better now, because she has this apartment and having a stabieoplfes

such a meaning for her. She has her income, her fixed income. And she doesn't live

high but she lives. She’s not overwhelmed by kids, you know, she doesn’t have a job that

she hates (which she did for a long time, you know) — she could paint. She can do what

she likes to do. In some ways her life is more quiet, and the way she wants it.
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Mary’'s acquaintance was aware of the tragic events of Maria’s life lmualsa aware of Mary’'s
resilience in facing them:
| think it's mixed. | think it's hard in a lot of ways; she’'s someone — at least wden y
talk to her, she doesn't flinch away from what'’s really going on — but she’s also
someone who likes to be diverted. | mean, she’s said that to me. And she takes a lot of
art classes. So I think that she’s great at dealing with things but alsplimigging to
say, the life of the imagination to make things easier. Which is one of the things we
really — I think | do that also. It's one of the things we really like about edeln.ot
Misha'’s triad.
Misha’s triad, like Hanna'’s, also depicted three different versions of heMiigha
looked bravely at her life these days. It was “interesting”:
| got here, which | never really quite expected. And | have had a fabulous, very
interesting life. No complaints. Some — but | can’t complain. I've always had
everything. The way | put it is, I've had everything that anybody could ever juant
not for very long. Nothing lasted too long. But I've had everything. No matter where
you dip your finger in, I've had it. Just nothing ever lasted. Because there wgs alwa
end to it. So now I'm in a different phase, fortunately or unfortunately, because for the
first time in my life — | would say last year, by now, but — | guess Irf&cer counted
on being sick, since | had been very, very blessed, extremely, extremely bléddsad
to say anything, it's how blessed I've been. And still is. You know, | have a lot o§thing
that | wish were different in my life but — I got here.

For Misha’s daughter, the reality was much more sober:
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| think life for her is very difficult on a number of levels. | think she struggles, an

every area of her life. She’s not secure in any area of her life. She wboadar

health. She worries about money. | think she’s very lonely and her world has shrunk. 1

think my mother is very depressed and I think she has been depressed for a long, long

time. But she’s in total denial about it.

A plain, almost superficial view was expressed by Misha’s acquaintance: “Sims se
be okay. | mean she’s, | mean, she’s friendly, she always has a great dispdite always
has a smile in her face, she’s very friendly, she communicates very well.”

As | mentioned earlier, these were the first snapshots, the beginnings érst the
responses that came to each participant’s mind without much preparation. Someexetors w
even taken back by the unexpectedness of the question, “How is life for you theSeAlégs?
told me later that they were ready to indulge in a philosophical discussion about thegoéa
life and not talking about their everyday affairs. These spontaneous, fitsdmeaezemed to be
a solid source of self-knowledge, as well as a recognized, established stonethaed by.

And the men...

Life for the elderly male group was undoubtedly alike: It's all grdatpst great but
great enough, no complaints, thanks for asking. In the opening statements and throughout the
interviews, according to the men, life was just fine. There was one fact ttize<the eye
when looking at the profile of the eight men in the present research. All the men wheegnswe
my ad or were referred by friends or relatives were married. As a cempaall but one of the
elderly women participants were single. The women were either widowkdooced for a long
time. Also, it seemed that perhaps men’s lives were great but so was theitaesirtray their

lives in a positive way to the outside world. More than the women, who were ready geindul
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right away in telling their stories and were more willing to discuss sengsues, the men
inquired, in large, about the purpose of the study and were more concern about thairiplace
Arthur’s triad.
For Arthur, life was:
My life is very good as a matter of fact. There’s something rather wahdédut
becoming a so-called senior citizen in America. We occupy most of ouliéatty
establishing who we are. By the time you're my age, if you don’t know, you'redin ba
trouble. | now know who | am and | can do the things | want to do. There are priorities,
emotionally, without any reference to a job or promotion or any kind of ambition which
used to occupy one’s life earlier on. Freedom. .. . So, you get to choose. The central
thing, everybody — at least in America, maybe not overseas — we all want to know who
we are. Mostly, we spend our lives establishing who we are. I'm 84 years old, | know
who | am and that’s a terrific relief.
Arthur’'s daughter shared a similar view about her father’s life:
Great, wonderful — He’s free, he’s happy, he’s productive, he has a very active
relationship with his grandchildren. He sees them every week. He has a wifg@odl a
social life. |think he enjoys every day. He’s involved with his creativé&kwble is just
a very happy, productive, fulfilled person and lots of people love him.
Arthur’'s acquaintance expressed a similar view although he brought into the etiovers
the unwelcome limitations of age that neither Arthur nor his offspring veayrto
acknowledge at this stage:
| think he’s having a wonderful time, considering his age. He is now beyond the

venerable age. He’s always been a dynamic person, all the yedtsdiva him. He
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still is dynamic and he takes life by the horns and makes it his own. So, I think he is

doing well. Having said that, there are aspects of aging — not specifidar Astit to

anyone — where one feels one’s own vitality is diminishing — not disappearing but

diminishing. The neurons aren’t firing — | myself belong to the five minute axldoy

when | try to remember a name or a circumstance. And that is offensive t4,mrese

feels offended by oneself to oneself. | could talk about that forever. But | think that

answers your question.

Bernard’'s twosome.

Bernard’s group consisted of two people, himself and a younger relative and did not
include an acquaintance.

Bernard was an artist and fond of jargon and psychodynamic interpretations and he had
no doubt about the meaning of his old age for himself:

It's the best time of my life. In my own lifetime, | had a very tragicdtiolod. And

when | was about 40, | began to see the possibilities and, then, each decade became

gradually better for me. | am most surprised that, at this time of ey fikel almost in

awe of my present good fortune. That's based on the full prognosis of my early lyears

am able to function as an artist, | have a studio, | have a second home. | don’t have a

substantial career but I'm able to do the work | want to do. |just feel . . . thgs thi

could have been different and more rewarding than they were. I'm pleased.alet’'s s

feel fortunate that they are as rewarding as they are. It's a longyhistexplain how |

got to that place but that's as simple an answer as | can give you.

Bernard’s relative was consistent with Bernard in her observations:
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| think it is very pleasant, very fulfilling. | think in many ways he might think ibne of

the better periods of his life. | think he is quite happy. | know happy is a prettyabener

word but he is very pleased. There is a lot that he does in the house and in the yard that

keeps him active, keeps him engaged. He’s very happy with the work he’s doing; he

thinks it's among his best. But other aspects — his health, our relationship, the things he

is able to do financially — are all about as good as they've ever been.

Simon'’s solo.

Simon interviewed without an offspring or an acquaintance. He added his voice to the
homogeneous choir of satisfied males:

Life is absolutely superb. Physically, I'm in great shape. Mentatln a big business

very successfully despite the fact that I'm 92.8 years old. | have reabnuyteelf to the

fact that the United States is going downhill at a very fast clip and hasexfiectancy

in its present political and economic form of anywhere from five to ten y¢angsh.

Jonah'’s triad.

Jonah was satisfied too and hoped that life as it is will never end:

Life is very good. | am doing what means a great deal to me. | continue to vk, lw

started 58 years ago and | am very pleased that | have the opportunity to continue to be

active in an enterprising endeavor, which has a greater meaning than a @blto m

wasn’t a job to begin with and it still isn’t. | am able to physically and mentatynk,

continue to do it on a full time basis. | travel; | participate in the most important

activities of the organization in which | started the day the organizatiobevas | was

present at the creation, as they call it, and I've been there ever sintenakaly, it was a
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unique opportunity, never to be repeated. So, in that respect, | have every reason to be
content.
From his daughter’s perspective, Jonah’s life was:
| think it is very good. He goes to work every day, still. Although he is supposedly
retired, he has been a consultant for many years — or, as he likes to put it,rftrisulta
So, he’s continuing to do the things he cares most about.
Jonah’s acquaintance shared the same view:
| think he found something at the beginning of his life that he wanted to do more than
anything else. Right until today and until the day he dies, he will be doing it. In an
interview, he was asked what the job was like and his answer was, “It's not asjab, it’
vocation. It's a calling.” He got called and I'm certain he will be daingiess health
prevents him.
Abraham, David.
Only two of the male actors were not involved in some sort of project or work. However,
they still found their lives satisfying and so did their triads’ members.
For Abraham:
First of all, I didn’t expect to live this long to begin with. | have the most wondeifel
in the world, | live in comfortable surroundings. | don’t have wealth but we live
comfortably. | would say that life is satisfactory; we live a lifeezsonable fulfillment
and there is nothing that | would have wanted to have done that | haven’t done. | didn’t
make it into the Major Leagues, that's my big frustration! Joking aside,dfiitent with
the way my life has gone. | have some misgivings about some things that hewal

done differently but, offhand, I can’t think of any.
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And although he was much older and less healthy than Abraham, life for David was:
Very good, my memory’s going a little bit, and | get a cold easily but, oteeywim
very satisfied. At my age, | have to be grateful for what I've got. lemjpchildren,
my grandchildren and my great-grandchildren. | do not expect it to end i avhite,
soon.
Jayson’s triad.
Jayson’s reflection revealed sorm@abivalence:
Life is storming. | thought it would be rather peaceful, butit's not . . . I mean, it's
complex. There is a lot of fulfillment in it because you start your work tiéeyeu
wonder, “How far will I get, what will | achieve, what will | ammplish and how will it
all end up?” And you reach a point where you really do know the answers to these
guestions. I'm not dissatisfied with the answers to the professional questemsupket
to see the ways in which the world has moved, at least this society has moved in very
different ways from the ways that | worked for much of my life and that'sya ver
upsetting thing to experience. I've also reached an age where it becomesdno@a
difficult to accomplish certain things.
His son, however, saw only the positive:
He seems very good. He seems steady, he seems to have his routines. He éagdhis fri
he doesn’t have major health problems. He doesn’t have, he hespoosibilities that
are difficult to meet. He leads an active social life and an active intelldite. And so,
in terms of how is life for him, I think, fairly good.

And Jayson’s acquaintance agreed: “He seems fine. Seems to be goodppgry‘ha
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Hersh’s triad.

Hersh was content with his life today and with the place he perceived himbeih
comparison to others:

On the whole, | would say above average. | have relatively few troubles andwyspble

my children and grandchildren are all healthy, my wife and | arengedtong reasonably

well, we're both physically active, we enjoy many different thingsfendnd, certainly,
fortunate in terms of our physical possessions and material possessions atatioelr re
physical well-being at 80. My perception of, that we are considerably béttean

most of our society.

Hersh’s daughter shared a similar view: “I think it's pregopd. | think he would rather
be of healthier body but other than that, | think he still feels mtoduand had a good family
and interests.”

Hersh’s acquaintance reflected on what she saw as the stable aspext$eoéihd their
contribution to his elder years:

Well, | think there is a lot to be said for staying in a community for a longgbefitime

and developing friends and relationships and keeping those relationships over a long

period of time, you know. | think there is also a lot to be said for leading a very, a kind
of stable life, you know, being married, | think, having a job that provides an income that
is more than sufficient, so there is not so much worry and maintaining friends,tties wi
friends and family.

Conditions of aging.

The process of growing old and the state of being old was not explicitly mentitvead w

eliciting the narratives from the three groups of participants. The idea oihgroild was not
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mentioned in order not to impose conventional images of old age upon participant responses.
However, aging had a significant presence in the participants’ narralihlesnext theme,
conditions of aging, included the following sub-themes that were related tointigepagcess.
Health and sickness.
Initially, 1 thought that the health and sickness narratives would be fillédspecific
details about aging bodies. Changes when growing old — the face in the mirrorntiretpai
morning and an increased fragility and feebleness — would be too obvious to miss. However,
health issues played an insignificant part in the participants’ narratieeghd=most part,
participants complained about minor, curable incidents.
As Misha put it, “When | am well, | am fine. Like today, | have this teryibgrible,
achy tooth pulled and | woke up feeling well, like 30, because | am well again.” dtards
well, it was the temporary, curable things which bothered her and not the gramd:pict
And I'm — you know, apart from the fact that | just lost a tooth and I've had to get it
replaced and | have pain through the neck which bothers me from time to time, | have
nothing to complain about.
An important tool in dealing with one’s age was to acknowledge the difficultiegirgg a
by referring to them as the problem of other old people.
For Jonah, it was other people’s worries:
| have colleagues who are my age or older and they say, “You know, | have this and |
have that and can't do this and can’t do that, | don’t care anymore, I've done enough.” |
don’t have that kind of reaction and | don’t see any reason to have it.
And when he thought of “it” for himself — “It” defined as being sick, feeble, desgbl

miserable, old — it was all in the future, something that might happen to him but is ngéthere
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Sometimes, it seemed as if he did not believe it would happen at all:
It's a fact of life. | mean, | keep repeating myself, it's a fadifefand I've always been
a realist in my professional responsibilities and my personal lifie.a¥are of the fact
that aging — for myself, for my wife or for people in my immediate fam# can have
effects that can impact on my life as well.
Marge talked about health and deterioration in a general, existential viefe tirati
became even more important as life faded away:
| know people who worry about it but | don’t think like that. So I kind of live every day
and enjoy every day because, otherwise, you don’t enjoy today, worrying about
tomorrow. And | feel today’s my best day and tomorrow I’'m a day older.
An important part of the cultural discourse regarding health and longevity is ihg “be
fit” segment. The participants in the present study took part in this discourse.
Pearl’s daughter expressed it clearly, as Pearl herself had much moreannhgongs to
discuss than health related issues:
She made this decision, “I'm going to be healthy. I'm going to be in the Hegst $
can.” Not that “I'm going to live forever” — | don’t think she has that. | dorgtiser as

wanting to live forever. | see her as wanting to, in whatever is the tithard | think

she wants it to be in the best shape she can be, so she can do the most things. So that she

can live, so she can use this time.

This proactive attitude about the importance of keeping their bodies in shape veas shar
by other actors. The narratives from the two most debilitated women (Hanna ary She
provided descriptions of their pains, medications and doctors’ appointments but also their

strategies, tactics and hopes for a better quality of life.
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For Hanna, who needed a walker in order to be able to go out: “I go for a walk because
I've got to walk. The doctor said, ‘The only way you're going to get bettiéryou walk, walk,
walk’. So | walk.”

Sherry suffered from a debilitating condition. She had great difficulty Ikingaand
suffered pain when standing too long. She needed a walker and pain killers touggt the
day but still:

| have exercises that | do and | find that this is most convenient for me at night.

When | do these exercises, | hold on to the counter and | do these exercises.

For most of the actors, going to the gym regularly was an integral part otveeyday
routine, three or four times a week. Jayson found it both funny and hurtful that he need®d speci
permission to use the neighborhood gym used mainly by young people, mostly fdrhiear o
being injured. It was also clear to Jayson that a more disabled existence wdalddie a
impossible for him to tolerate. Being in shape was therefore a necessity:

It does not have to be the bummer that most people fear, if you keep yourself in good

shape, physically, and you keep some strong intellectual activity going's Trteakey.

There are people who, for one reason or another, can’t do it, you know — become

disabled or are unable to — have never had a core intellectual activity inubsialid,

for them, it has to be very difficult. For them, then it becomes silly gamesiat s

centers and card playing and things like that but, maybe, you know, for people who've

led those kinds of lives, maybe that’'s okay. For me — it would have been impossible for

me. | would have taken the revolver out from under the pillow.
Simon was ready to talk about minor physical irritations but only when thesteadfhis

accomplishments:
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Also, the minor problems your body presents you with. For example, after havidg skie
for 70 years, | had to stop skiing this year. Not as a defensive matter beczadef
people who died from a bad fall. As we get older when we fall, the damage is much
greater than when you are younger. When | play tennis, if | play too hard now, my body

has arthritic pains and joints. So, I'm not happy with some of the physical aspécts of i

Marge’s complaint was a universal one and was unrelated to growing older:

Yeah, | feel I'm very fat right now. I've never been this heavy in ngy lifdon’t mind

getting older, | don’t mind getting wrinkles. | don’t want to be fat. | reddig't. This I

can do something about, the other | can't.

Some admitted that their vision and hearing were not that good anymore, that thare wa
need to slow down and that, sometimes, memory played funny tricks.

The offspring who mentioned their parents’ health seemed even less concerned about
health issues. Hanna’'s son, who was her main caretaker and was involved in her maunigal aff
did not point out health issues as a worry. Sherry’s son spoke briefly about Sherry’stdimgini
functionality; however, he presented this from her point of view, emphasizing heatinrs
because of the many things she could not accomplish. He, on the other hand, felt thaathings
improved a bit for her since last year. Marge’s daughter stated that her motp&icecof
being tired but, judging from the different activities Marge was involved ednigss did not
seem to stop her. So maybe it was not that serious.

Similar observations were made by the few acquaintances that incoddoeatén and
sickness in their narratives. Their health comments conveyed the idea thatewtieeslder

actor was experiencing could be observed in younger people as well.
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Misha’'s acquaintance thought that Misha seemed fine: “I think that, Misha — for her
age, she seems to be doing well. She’s slowed down a little. She doesn’t walk ashfast as
would. She’s always having a great disposition. It's basically it.”

Maria’s acquaintance felt the same about her elderly acquaintance:

Maria never shows me that things bother her, really—that getting olderdbtre— so

| don’t think that it bothers her. We are all going to get older and you're going to do

things slower, at a slower pace. | don’t see a very big difference builsbeent and |

say, “Maria, you are so strong; | hope | will be like you.” But I'm gheat you can see
that there is a slight difference but nothing really dramatic.

Hersh’s acquaintance marveled about his great health and how it contributed ttehes sfate:
Well, it's because he’s healthy. He’s extremely healthy — | meggpears to be. He
appeared to be very healthy. He’s healthy; his wife is still alive, so he’smedy| his
children are close by, he’s financially well off, his mind is still therentiigd is not
slipping. So you can see that, as a portrait, | imagine that's what evergarttlike.

A slightly different perspective was expressed by two younger merabtrs
acquaintances group. They associated the challenges of health ighubg wnxiety
surrounding death. They felt so, even though health problems were not communicated to them
by the actors.

Hanna’'s acquaintance thought that, if Hanna was bothered by something, then it wa
probably her relative nearness to death: “But | think, much deeper — | don’t know ifkshe ta
about it herself to you — but | think much deeper — It's death, really, going on, you kisow |

just, it’s finishing life, this life.”
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And Sherry’s acquaintance expressed: “I think it's hard because, you know, gé&téng

and older — | think it's hard because she knows it's the end of her life.”
Death and dying.

Two subthemes emerged from the death and dying conversation. In one, pasticipant
stated what the ideal death for them would be. The other subtheme depicted thelfierae of
spite of approaching death. Not surprisingly, the ideal death was a death that cokigadic
unexpectedly, a sudden death: a death that happens when one is not “badly old.”

Hersh put it almost as a formal plea:

Speaking for myself and my friends, if we have one desire, as we age, it\sethatoff

the edge of a cliff. That (snaps his fingers), it's over. And not a lingeteimlitating

illness which requires other people to care for us, which we become a burden on

ourselves, as well as ourselves on them. And I think that's probably a widely held view
of people who think about it at all. Well, it's not so theoretical. | know men who — |
had two acquaintances who committed suicide rather than face lives of which others
would have to take care of them.

Jayson implied that it was better to leave life than to live in a dependent manner:

| think all older people— | have flashes of terror that I'll be disabled in soayeawd a

burden on the people around me. It's something, you know, | absolutely don’t want.

Nobody wants. And there seems to be very little you can do to avoid it, if that happens to

you. You can't sleep with a revolver under your pillow.

Maria expressed comparable views. She had an example of the perfect death:
| want the light to just go out. Boom! My stepmother died that way. She was very

religious. She was in church, she died in church. One breath and she was gone. She
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died in church, where she loved to be. And she was with her daughter, so it was the

perfect death, a shock to all of us but wonderful for her.

Jonah saw it the same way:

Intellectually, | know that this machine could stop at any minute. | can only hdpe tha
when it happens, it will happen quickly. I've visited enough people with serious cardiac
problems or strokes and it drags on and drags on and drags on. And then, a person I've
known is not there anymore and | think “That’s a pity.” If | had my way, | wakiéltb
turn the switch.

However, no one expressed the intention of avoiding medical intervention, if that were

the only way to prolong life. It seems that people in the middle of their lives aecfirmoiin
expressing their objection to any life-prolonging procedure. However, aadiiaypce in years
and adapt to changing health circumstances, they become more ambivalerfteiboptions.

Some participants used the idea of death and dying as a motivator to estabtish a f
sense of living in the present and enjoying every minute of it. Being absorbednortient
might have been the best preventive act against end of life depression and adeaelimgthe
continued enjoyment of life.

For Arthur, this was all too apparent:

One of the cheerful things about being my age is that you know you'’re going to die soon.
And it is not a source of despair because we’re all going to die. At 84, you have
symptoms—and they're called aging. Unless you learn to live with them and delnot fe
bullied by them and certainly not enslaved by them, you simply do what you do. You
don’t know when you will die; therefore make the best use of today. Do your best while

you are alive. Live while you live, then die and be done with it.
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David did not dwell on what might happen and how. He felt that his beliefs supplied him
with a protective, powerful shield:
I’'m not afraid of dying. | don’t believe we die, | believe we recycle.’révall made up
of atoms and molecules and we recycle. Our atoms go into the atmosphere and then we
are born again. It makes me very content. I'm not afraid of dying. | wanta@mated
and have the ashes scattered around the ground and roses bushes, etc., becadse, as | sa
| think we come back— not as ourselves but as part of other people.
More than this, his beliefs helped him to keep an optimistic, vibrant and practicaleatti
towards the passing of time, an attitude he expressed again and again: “I go ifeough |
optimistically, accept life as it comes, one day at a time, take one daynat @aid enjoy it.”
Participants referenced anecdotes about other elderly people. These arteddetet
prove a point, either to support one’s own beliefs and way of life, or to provide an exaatple t
contradicted yet reinforced one’s way of life. Narratives about death argllatginght to the
surface the tension between aging, death and the present and revealed the hope todive f
more years. After all, people stayed healthier and lived longer these days
For Hanna, the death of others was a powerful, constant presence. She mentioned friends
who had passed away and associated their memory with topics of importanceurrémt life.
She actively looked for the deceased: “The first thing | look at every day vgetnhe paper —
what do you think? The Obits! And people are dying so late: 90, 95, 107, somebody died!
Who needs that?” Hanna claimed that she did not want to live much longer — but only if she
was unable to maintain the fragile equilibrium of her current life. She pointed agekef
people in the obituaries and identified those that were older than her. By doing so, Hanna wa

reassured that people do live longer these days and that there would be plergytoface
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death.
When discussing the issue of independence, Hersh talked about one of his acquaintances.
He described a man that was active and vigorous, an asset to people in his adffieeauntly,
when personal tragedies distanced him from life and he became bitter andetpiesr Hersh,
this was an “end of the road” example. However, implicitly, it was also anm&af longevity
and being active up to the last bit. Hersh'’s friend was 98 years old.
Bernard quoted the newspapers:
The obvious observation: changes take place in old age. In my parents’ generation, they
would be dead by now. | was just reading a wonderful article on aging. In 1970, if you
were 65, you could expect to live four more years. Now, if you're 65, it's 19 years.
The solution was simple but powerful: Just continue living and as long as you did, thete woul
still be time.
Offspring and acquaintances expressed views similar to those of thely alcters on
death and dying, mainly, regarding the wish to stay independent andreNante on others.
Sometimes their stories were identical to their actor’s story; theytielsame anecdotes and
similar stories of independence and dependence to convey their elder triadrimiéebe on the
subject.
Across the narratives, the conversations on issues of death and dying sounded like
carefully rehearsed thoughts. They were mostly dealt with on an intel|estparficial level,
without showing signs of anxiety.
Misha’'s daughter was an exception. She believed that her mother ought to talk more
about death, so she would be prepared when it came. She found it scary to think that death could

come and her mother might not be ready:
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I’'m not saying that people should think about that but I think that when you’re 81, you
should think about death, at least once in a while. | mean, I'm 55 and I try to think about
death. I try not to be so afraid of death. | guess my worst fear would be that my mothe
would die before she’s ready to and would die painfully and with a lot of fear, because

that would be something that, | would never get over and that would color the rgst of m

life.

The golden years.

Initially, when | was examining this significant theme that came out afdhatives, |
referred to it as the” golden” years. Used in this way, “golden” wasratteat held a certain
amount of cynicism in it. How could it really be so good to be old — as good as gold?
However, the statements, explanations and descriptions that depictedtgatistacnpletion,
joy and pride in one’s aged life were among the strongest in the present study.

Five out of the eight elderly women and all the elderly men stated in a clear,
unmistakably optimistic voice their positive attitudes regarding the goodneéskeaency of
their elderly years. Of the three women, whose narratives were not includedhisideeme,
two were battling with severely debilitating health issues. Nevesghdigey too painted a
meaningful life and good experiences of old age whenever they felt physmaifgrtable and
in less pain. The third woman, whose perception did not fit this theme, considered hégelf luc
to have come this far in life but her despair seemed to have outgrown the positive. aspect
However, the optimism, energy and enjoyment described by the elder actoms/em@nvering.

To Arthur, even his own words seemed a bit suspicious and he apologized more than once for

sounding so “Pollyannaish.” The statements varied from “the best time of mydifégirly
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well, | can’t complain,” to the more statistical descriptive, “Gemgrathink | am better off than
most of society.” They all conveyed a powerful sense of well-being.

A deep sense of freedom was a primary emotion for the elderly particigagis w
describing their lives. They felt free to use their time as they pleasedrdm unwanted and
difficult jobs, free from the need to earn a living and raise a family, freake wp in the
morning and decide not to do anything today. Through the participants’ clear undegstdndin
what constituted a happy and satisfied life, it was apparent how liftingdigltof juggling all
the aspects of modern life for adults, made retirement and old age a difif@e=nt

For Peatrl, the taste of freedom was to wake up in the morning, have a cup of tea and a
toast and go back to bed until later. She concluded:
It's so good. It's so good. | think this is the best of my time, though | can pickdodivi
events earlier in my life that stand out as being very outstanding events tBumhs of
overall, in general lifestyle, the general way I live my life and feel abgaelhand, and
my life — it's the best that it's ever been.
Lidia felt the same:
| know that in my life, it's been a very rewarding time. | retired and theyieess of my
life, actually, have been since then. | did more traveling, | had different erpesi, |
fell in love— In terms of my own life, | can tell you it's been the most rewgrdme of
my life.
Marge provided the details of her freedom:
Well, I no longer have to worry about my work and what’'s happening at the office. I'm
not raising children and I’'m not looking for a man and involved in emotional

relationships like that, so in that sense, for me, it's a time of being moreeearef
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The importance of a regular occupation in defining a good life differed sigrtlfica
between male and female actors in this study. Of the eight men, five were inwvolvieak they
referred to as a substantial pursuit or interest. They all mentioned it gsracamributor to
their well-being, their sense of agency and value. Among the women, the threerehstill
working part time, did not consider it to be a major part of their lives nor was itanedtas the
most important aspect of a good life.

For Jonah:

Life is very good. | am doing what means a great deal to me. | continue to warh, Iwhi

started 58 years ago and | am very pleased that | have the opportunity to canbiaue t

active in an enterprising endeavor, which has a greater meaning than a mblto m

wasn’t a job to begin with and it still isn’t. | am able to physically and mentatynk,

continue to do it on a full time basis.

Simon added a sense of magnitude and authority that he had gained through many years

at the job he still enjoyed:

| never realized how having lasted in this business could give me such a position, where

am respected as a know-it-all or a giant in the field, all that stuff. Yopaeeaf it is
because I've been around so long.
For Bernard, this was the best time of his life and he was not surprised. Hiolil

and youth were upsetting but then life started to get better and better. He took pride

working schedule, painting every day in his studio. The only thing that bothered him waes tha

was not recognized, yet, that at his age his artistic work achievememistdanatch his
aspirations — but who knows? The best was yet to come.

In an almost identical way, offspring seemed to perceive their paraetsyéars as a
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very good time. They sometimes used the same wording and the same exathglepasents
did to make their point.

Pearl’s daughter agreed with her mother that this was a great timesfdy fow that she
was finally free from the burdens of hard work and the heavy weight of raigamily without
a partner. She was amazed by the changes her mother was willing and alie ito Imea
lifestyle to fit her old age:

My observations are that she’s very happy. She loves retirement. She’stierynac

life, she probably is busier than | am. | have to make an appointment to see her two

weeks in advance or she’s busy. It seems very exciting to me, it makes me happy to
know that she has this full life. And she deserves every minute of it. So I'mdhrille

find it fascinating that you can retire and be busier than you were in yoteldre that.

But it's good busy; she’s painting and she goes to the gym three times a week, yBu know

— Amazing, amazing to me.

Mary’s daughter was very well aware of the general gloominess thatotieem
experienced. However, it seemed to her that Mary now enjoyed a balancefi thet lvas not
there in earlier years. So, although growing old came with a price, it halvaistages as well:

Actually in some ways, she feels better now because she has this apantifemtiag a

stable place to be has such a meaning for her, having come from that; so in some ways,

you know, she’s happy. Well, she has her income; she has enough for what she needs,

for her modest needs. And, she has a place to live. She’s not overwhelmed by kids, you

know, she doesn’t have a job that she hates. She can do what she likes to do. In some

ways, her life is more quiet and the way she wants it.

Bernard's relative believed that this was a great time for hinhiriktit is very pleasant,
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very fulfilling. | think, in many ways, he might think it is one of the better periodssdifai |
think he is quite happy.” And she was right on the target in identifying the thingsigidt m
bother him still:

| think if there was any problem area in his life, it would be having a gallenw for his

painting. | think that's the only part that maybe is not as fulfilling as itdcbalfor him.

He’s very happy with the work he’s doing— he thinks it's among his best— but he

doesn’t know when or even if he will have his next show. So, I'm just saying that of all

the aspects of his life, that's the only one that | could see he might feebthate

better than it is. But other aspects — his health, our relationship, the things heas able t

do financially — are all about as good as they’'ve ever been.
Arthur’s daughter believed, as he did, that life could not be better:

Great, wonderful...He’s free, He’s happy, he’s productive, he has a verg acti

relationship with his grandchildren. He has a wife and a good social life. | think he

enjoys every day. He’s involved with his creative work...He is just a very happy,
productive, fulfilled person and lots of people love him.

The acquaintances’ group was the most diverse group in terms of chronolggieaica
societal position. However, the similarities in their answers did not réfieictdiversities. Like
the offspring (and the actors themselves), the acquaintances thought thatrtigetden in
their triad was having a very good time. They tapped into the freedom compdermsriaed by
the actors: lack of restrictions, less concern about other people’s opinions, freeaofarhily
and career obligations. They mentioned the delight their acquaintances found isimgmer
themselves in true areas of interest and the enjoyment of everydayesctilnt some instances,

where the offspring saw depression, acquaintances saw thoughtfulness. offéipeireg saw
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stubbornness, acquaintances saw persistence. Where offspring saw whiningesle olee,
acquaintances saw trust.

Hanna’s acquaintance could not imagine Hanna to be as engaged and up to everyday
challenges in any other time but the present. Not having known her in eartgrsfeafelt that
old age became Hanna well. This was partially derived from the sense of freedom she
experienced in Hanna: “She feels to me very free today, very free. 8balone — okay, so
there may be the loneliness and the time issue and the aging issue — bussrerydeee, she
does what she wants.”

Pearl’s acquaintance felt similarly: “I think just being free anddegtired, to do as she
wants to do, instead of having a total schedule for every day. | think she enjoysyhmatigbr”
Arthur acquaintance did not forget the aging aspect, however:

| think he’s having a wonderful time, considering his age. He is now beyond the

venerable age. He’s always been a dynamic person, all the yedtsdiva him. He

still is dynamic and he takes life by the horns and makes it his own. So, I think he is

doing well.

Another source of information regarding perceptions, anxieties and attitudes dreauototrs’
aging, had to do with the responses of two of the triad members: the offspring gdaine a
acquaintance group to the question, “How do you imagine yourself to be when you reach _s
age?” This question combined attitudes about old age in general, attitudes about personal old age
and a spin on the attitudes towards the actor. It turned out that offspring inithéities who
talked about their fathers saw no flaws. They thought that their fathers indeeddwtiadd age
and more than that, they hoped to be just like him when they themselves reached his age.

Hersh’s daughter thought that:
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| assumed that when | would get to be their age, | would be much more like myfather;
will still be in motion and | will keep going. | will have a lot of intereatsl | will be
complaining my head off.
Abraham’s and Arthur’s daughters marveled and hoped in stronger tones: “I hopesl can b
the way he is. Still having all my faculties and, you know . . . being able to look back on aujjood, f
life.” Arthur’s daughter further reflected:
I'd like to have a life like his. I'd like to have tons of people who want to talk to me, be
around me, you know, family who loves me. He’s a great role model. | mean, there’s
nothing missing.
The picture was a bit more complicated for the women actors, or at least, inyttteewa
aging process was perceived by their offspring.
Sherry’s son did not know what to think about old age, especially his old age. Nor did
Pearl’s daughter; however, her point of view was expressed in a more poignandwayealed
the complexities of old age that, in her eyes, meant death. Although she percemedhee’s
life to be perfect and better than ever at this stage, Pearl’'s daughtenobuhagine herself
reaching old age at all. It was all too close to suffering and death. She wouldhcathge:
| just don’t see that I'm going to be an old person. | don’t see myself as old.t ixgot’
to get old; | don’t want to get older. To me that was not appealing. It’s still not
appealing. There’s a lot of fears, being uncomfortable, being in pain. Getting ol
means— what does getting old mean? It means that it's going to end, that thensdis an e
| would say those are the biggest fears: pain, suffering and that it ends. So whgrdo |

to go there? I don’t want to go there. I'm not; | don’t want to get old.
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For Pearl's daughter, part of the fear of old age was the inevitable loss of people you
love. As she herself grew older, her mother’s deathbed drew nearer and she could ret grappl
with this fact yet.

Maria's and Mary’s daughters believed that their mothers were doinghysecally and
practically; however, they saw themselves, when reaching their maigersas doing better, at
least, emotionally.

As Maria’s daughter expressed:

| hope that my mental state will be different. | don’t want — learning fronmoher, |

don’t want to be unhappy. | feel like | have little bit more of a grasp on beingoalde

happy. So, | hope | have a better grasp of being able to be happy or at least be
appreciative of the things that | do have. So | hope, as | age, | don’t get unhappy.
Marge’s daughter, however, had no doubt:

| hope I'm as active as she is. | mean she’s traveled to, | think, all ofattesghe

wanted to see and she seems to see a lot of friends and she’s just reallyttunkyit's

a great example. | don’t think older people are treated with enough respecein abc

large but, | think, if I could live the way she lives, | could be very happy. In doing

everything she does. | don’t want to be frail and | don’t want to need to depend on other
people and | want to, you know, be active.

As in the offspring group, the acquaintances’ reflections on their own old afigeced
their perceptions of the actor in their triad. The majority of the acquaegaasv their actors as
being a good model; they would be quite happy to reach the same old age as thearctders
actively participate in life the way that they did. Some acquaintances even ttimighty

could not match the competence that they saw in their elderly triad members.
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Hanna’s acquaintance, a young woman in her thirties, perceived Hanna tiv&eaert,
enjoying life as much as possible and she pictured her own old age in similsr ®he hoped
to do as well as Hanna did. For her, it was all about what you could do and not what you could
not do.

Other acquaintances said:

“She’s a good model for me.”

"I hope I'm a lot like her — and | hope | find the kind of community she’s found.”

“I hope I'm like Maria. So far, all | can think of is that | think | will be. | hdjblebe
like Maria.”

“I doubt that I will reach Arthur’s age but if | should, I will not be as compedmge is.

For one thing, | haven’t been as competing through my life. He’s always beeemeogetic,
more vital.”

Sherry’s acquaintance was among the very few who expressed a sense ofdéspair
anxiety when thinking of her own old age; she hoped to be in better physical shape and to have
clearer plans and more resources than Sherry.

For Misha’s acquaintance, the thought of her own old age evoked strong associations
with hospitals, helplessness and, powerfully, depressing images of béirgdiwaiting to die.

Old age in general.

“What do you think about old age in general?” | asked all the participantsa&fteak
in the interview and after filling in some demographic information. It wafirgtdime during
the interview that the expression old age came up. The shift to a general vievdeddnee
moving the participants from the individual and personal to the societal and public hifthis s

happened whether it was the actors group, who were asked to move from their ihdividua
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narratives to the collective narrative or the offspring and acquaegamho moved from their
stories about the particular elderly person in their life to the public arermefal perceptions
and attitudes. It was clear from the beginning that taking the somewhat gestspective of
talking in general allowed the participants to convey hidden, more ambiguous andtatadpl
views on aging. The tension between reflections on self in contrast with soo@galsi became
stronger. When talking about themselves, participants had the option to expand and deepen their
narratives; they moved from past to present and revealed other layers of bekigg dlabut
old age in general cleared the way for a, sharper, stronger, yet one-dimengjatigenmage to
surface. In addition, the concept” in general” allowed images of other old peopledo com
forward. If images of other old people were previously used to strengthen ttieepaspects of
aging, this time images of other old people were less favorable and depictedenggejudiced
views.
Arthur, consistent with his optimistic views, said:
The word I've been using is erosion. Erosion is not when suddenly something breaks up.
The rain comes down and washes the soil; the wind blows and pushes the soil. That’s
what happens when you grow old; you begin to erode.
Maria let herself be angrier:
It stinks. | have not much to say about old age — and at the end it’'s sans, sans — sans
eyes, sans teeth, sans everything. You lose everything and it's not much fun. | think
probably it's very good for people to not remember and, maybe, Alzheimer’sfis a g
because you don’'t know anything, you don’t know anybody and you don’t remember. |
guess there are people who can be happy about it. Quiet time, | don’t know. Sit back and

relax and observe. Watch the world go by. It's like going down a river — maybg a le
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or something — and then you get pushed to the side and then you're not in the swing of

things anymore, just up against the bank. | think old age should be not so debilitating but

itis. And it's always filled with these people that can't talk, can’t walk amt see and

can’'t hear and | don’'t understand why.

Misha expressed anger as well. Actually, this was the only time durimgi¢indew that she
reacted so forcefully to a question. For her, there was a strong link between aid agéeat, a
link she would not connect with herself. However, when asked about old age in general, the
negative feelings came right out and depicted fear and anxiety. It seemilstieashielded
herself from these feelings by directing these animosities towardajthpeople:

| hate depression and morbidity and people who are sad, sad, sad. | hate that. | hate

everything that isn’t up and optimistic and cheerful. | hate all that infirrtiigt feeling

sorry for yourself, the hopelessness, the pessimism. | hate all of thai.refmtds to

old age . . . itis the depression, the lack of hope that people have. There’s nothing to

look forward to.

Marge, the spirited and young looking woman, distanced herself from the commsnalitie
in a gentler way. However, when doing so, she strengthened the tension betwedndbs,att
modes of behavior and perceptions that were out there and those one might adopt and possess as
one’s own:

When you asked about, “How do you feel about old age?” other people would say that it

sucks; that would be their immediate reaction. . . .You have to be brave for being old.

You lose your memory, you lose a lot of things but it beats the alternabueddh’t

have to get older, you can die (laughs).
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The concept of old age in general also allowed for the expression of somalsociet
conventions regarding old age — conventions that inflicted pain and a sense of awkwardness a
detachment for some participants while arousing an air of contempt and supgriotiters.

For Marge, the loss of youth was an important aspect: “Our society doesllyatengzre
old age. | feel when | walk down the street, I'm invisible. It's a socieyypohg people. We
don’t value older people’s opinions or experience.” At the same time, she felt ve&sgdigith
the things she could still do.

Take me for example. | mean, | can't believe I'm 78 — to me, that’s an gld-aahd

here | am, running around, doing things and having busy days. And I’'m not the only one

who has a full, active life.

David was clear about his views of other old people: “We have neighbors, people who
are old and dress like young; some of these women, too. They're 80 years old andelress li
they think they're sixteen or seventeen. | think it's silly.” David expressednanon societal
convention regarding what was and what was not appropriate for an elderly peys@avid,
who was 92, the reason was simple but much easier to express when one thought of old age as
the problem of other old people. “They'’re afraid of getting old. There are some old yé&ople
are crotchety, crippled—they’re not very nice people. And these people look aridesay,

“Gee, | don’t want to be like that.”

Jayson had an anecdote that depicted old age as a liability:

| know, for example, the gym is reluctant to have me exercising there. Aathefst

each cycle of classes, somebody sticks a head in to see how I'm doing e-muadtet

sure, you know, that I'm still functioning.

Jayson felt that as the years went by, it was not only the change thaiehiemoed; it
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was also the changes others expected him to experience:
| also am much more aware of social attitudes towards older people bBeahgeng it
more and more. It’s on the radio all the time, the casual references to so- amyso be
decrepit: “After all, the guy was 80; what did you expect?” And you hdeont very,
very intelligent commentators of various kinds. Then one day you realizes fou&r
weeks away from being 80, as | am, and it becomes very difficult to swallowufiatls
tend to fly into a rage over it.
It became even harder when this realization hit home:
If you come into a group of young people, you will immediately be classi$ietdar and
it won't always be in a very flattering way. In fact, most often, it willrban
unflattering way and so that’s a lost cause too. Not wanted, that’s the feelind.camd
see it sometimes with my son too, when he says, “Oh, Dad,” if we disagree ohiagmet
“How can you have an opinion like that? It's got to be because of your age.” So the
world tends to shrink from an age point of view, in that more time is spent with older
people with whom there are common memories and references. You know, you become
sensitive to a certain extent. It's also a growing feeling that thiel \Wwas moved on in a
lot of different directions that | don’t particularly care for. And it'srame but you have
to accept it.
Arthur, on the other hand, would not even consider answering any question based on
stereotypes:
I’'m not a stereotype — unless I'm a stereotype of someone who has lovedllw&ing a
and plans to continue to be alive until he’s no longer alive. | hope there’s a stereotype

like that and | will be happy to join them! | have to tell you, | watched my gratigm
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die badly. She had never achieved anything in her life, except to gather.r@dyats
too bad. That's very, very, very much too bad.
Some of the participants expressed nostalgia about other times and even aties soc
where old age was respected and old people were honored. Jayson elaborated on this:
There is something so unfair about this — well, because often it's an expression of
contempt and | think it's very unfair. There are societies in which older peeplethe
automatic reaction is they must impart years of wisdom, naturally. Theg&reso
much, they’ve lived through so much. And not all older people are very wise but some
are.
Jonah was not yet sure how he felt about old age. However, if you were singled out for
your age, it was not always for the best.
Let’s say the traditions which, for instance, the Chinese have that you rgspeetders
because they are your elders. This country is much more focused on youth culture in
many ways. On the other hand, as you noticed, | get on buses and | see signs about
leaving seats available for the elderly. Occasionally, | get on and &fyoung woman
gets up and lets me sit down. So, | don’t know whether | should feel flattered or what?
This dilemma, on the one hand, the unpleasantness of being recognized as an old person
but on the other hand, getting a seat in a crowded New York bus, was solved diyeetiby
some of the participants. They claimed to accept the seat graciouslgbdéoaas an
educational stand to allow a young person to perform a kind act.
Many of the participants considered themselves to be liberal and heldgsiegreocial
views. In that respect, they were aware of the social discriminatibaottiea, less fortunate

groups, experienced. For these elders, old age was fine and comfortable but fddetbeit e
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was probably very bad. Those others were poorer, sicker and less happy. Asking about old age
in general allowed the actors to express an objective worry regardingatefielderly people

in society. It might not have been their own predicament but they were readyt tofithe less
fortunate old people.

As Hersh put it:

Our society doesn't provide them with sufficient means to be able to live a kind of

comfortable old age that we are living. How much of that is society’s resdapsiow

much of it is the individual's responsibility? | think is a difficult question to answe
Again, | think it is the individual’s responsibility but, at the same time, sosletyld
provide ways and means and incentives to do it.

Jonah said, as well:

For instance, home care. Itis a serious problem in this country. Home cgrensiee

and for average middle-class families, it is difficult to finance it. So, a gabdfpaur

social care programs is in the home care area.

The passion that accompanied these opinions seemed related to the elderlymarticipa
background. Most of them grew up in poor families and moved ahead through education and
hard work to the comforts of middle class. They did not forsake their social conmtstnoe
their sympathy for people who were not as successful. It served another punpefie #svas
an opportunity to express existing misery in old age but from a safe distance. nibtvames old
age but the others.

For Mary, it was all very simple — she felt lucky but was aware thastvot the same
for the others: “Well, | wouldn’t be a very happy — it's not the golden yearshibatadvertise.

| see the people who are sick and poor and older.”
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Lidia emphasized the contradictory circumstances as well:
I mean, I'm very lucky that | live in an affordable housing. This is, you know,
subsidized housing. Now, that’s not true of many people. | mean the housing situation in
New York or, for that matter, for the rest of the country, is pretty awful. And, the
recognition of the problems that older people have when they are losing thes,libtt
they need help — | don’t know that there’s that much recognition in that either.

Marge was more optimistic when analyzing old age as it applied to others:
| think they’ve, although there are terrible pockets of poverty in New York, | thenk w
have the highest — and | believe this used to be true — percentage of poverty in old
people right here in New York City. And we still have pockets of them. But basically i
seems to me that the level of — They live at a much higher standard of living today,
particularly with Social Security, so that they’re more able to enjoy teiied years.
And see more and more people are traveling or doing things that years ago were
absolutely unheard of.
Abraham was among the few who had no complaints, not about his own state nor the

state of the others. When discussing old age in general, he could move freely thesvaeen

old age and that of others; for him, the two images were not contradictory.
| think older people are respected in society, their opinions are valued — sometimes
discarded because of seeming dotage — but | don’t think that’s usually the cask. | thi
society treats old people well. | have no objections to the way society is hangling m
life.
Close in age and in their life achievements and experiences, the oftspading

acquaintances groups displayed similar animosity, anxiety and repulsiardsotiie kind of
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degrading, stereotyped “old age in general”’ that was not directly relatedrtpahent or
acquaintance. However, some of them, “never really thought of it,” “have nothiayg &bsut
it” and, actually, “don’t want to be there at all.”

For Pearl's daughter, despite her mother’s great attitude towards heriog@adg
despite the admiration she had for her mother’s ability to reinvent herselfageheold age was
a dreadful thing. Aging per se was a dreadful thing:

| just don’t see that I'm going to be an old person. | don’t see myself as old. dont’t

to get older. | haven't wanted a birthday in years. | never wanted to get Glolene
that was not appealing. It's still not appealing.

Marge’s daughter expressed the most common negative views that are poputar
culture; being old is associated with fragility and negligence of bassompa needs:

| mean it's obviously our culture and, maybe, that we’re impatient with people e m

at a slower pace or speak at a slower pace and don’t realize that somgiuneewery

interesting who seems on the surface to be more frail. One woman today, whemo went

vote, was just in terrible shape and she was unclean and smelly. In my work ltve dea

with people who — you know, sometimes their mental illness but sometimes just

through age — really kind of lose it and . . . that's why | feel so scared becatse that

scary.

Hersh’s daughter used similar strong words; however, she referred to them as not
specifically her words — just what was out there:

Well, | think the disgusting part — | mean, | think people think of people (and I'll be

graphic), as walking around farting and smelling and saggy skin and, you know, hair

growing out of their ears and | think all of that is, you know, not untrue.
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Mary’s daughter made the psychoanalytical association:

People are scared of old age and death. They’re afraid of their own death. They don’t
want to face their own death. They want to think they’re going to live foremedl. pain,
they don’t want to deal with pain. | think that's pretty deep. I think they don’t want to
face their own end. Old age, sickness and death, you know, those things are inevitable
but we don’t want to face it. |1 don’t want to see it. Well, it's scary. Change is scar

You don’t know what to expect. You don’t know — I don’t know what part of my body

| won’t have the use of. | don’t want to have less energy because | have so many
interests that | would like to go at full capacity. | don’t know what | lose. Iltd@mve
retirement money. | don’t have a cushion, so that scares me.

For Misha’s daughter, a good old age was almost a utopia:

| think having a good old age, is — you know, by good, | mean healthy, productive and,
you know, happy to the end. | mean, | think that that's rare. It's a gift tha€a ¢

very few people, very, very few people. Everything in our society is about denial of
aging, denial of death. | wish we could all be young, you know, and immortal but the
planet would fill up even quicker than it’s filling up. We all have to die.

Maria’s daughter presented an interesting angle that depicted thiy Oetieen a

medical system, which was committed to prolonging life at any cost anddbspread

impression that these elders’ lives were not really valued:

| feel that the medical profession is not interested in them. They're old,ghey’r
going to die — who cares? That’'s what | feel about people that are going to the

doctor: my mother, her friend, my girlfriend’s parents. | mean, they'll do
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whatever they can but who cares? They're going to die, they're old. And there’s
no trying to help really, it's just put a Band-Aid and that upsets me.
Nevertheless, the fear of growing old was present and clear in her thoughts tsthsipeless
in trying to avoid the unavoidable:
It's a cruel trick. You know, because people still feel young. | mean, festilyoung
and I'm 60. .. .And your body deteriorates and, you know, you’re just not as healthy as
you were, things start, you have to give up a lot. Giving up, letting go. So, | don’t know,
| mean to a certain extent, | guess, you keep learning. But | see so mareyjpstopl
deteriorating and it’s just not fair, you know. It’s just not — can’t people just tide a
then they die.
The two youngest acquaintances associated old age In general with deathmFoldhe
age meant the ultimate departure — death. It could be that their relatibe(iyotteir thirties)
and their corresponding distance from old age, made them see a dichotomy that ywpareot a
to the middle aged acquaintances. Also, their elderly triad members werecandlyif less
healthy than the others and this might have influenced their answers. So forsSherry’
acquaintance there were not many options. You were either aware of yourchpuyakeath,
(which could not be a good thing), or you were wrapped in physical pain and could only
concentrate on its relief:
Actually, | don’'t know, because | actually don’t know what happens when a person is
old, how your mind works, if you think about death a lot or if you are so busy with your

physical pain that you just go with the day and take care of yourself. I'neaibt sure.
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Marge’s acquaintance felt he had a broad perspective on old age. He had plans to work
in the area of elder care and was going through aging issues with his paresrsithad his
perspective. Still, old age was good when it was not really old:

| like to see an active old age, not the decline. That’s the bad part about old age: that you

can't live forever and you'’re going to die, everyone’s going to die. Saople, | think,

they get to that stage with Alzheimer’s, they'd rather be dead ‘cause thali\ammpt So,

| would like to continue to be aware, awake, alive, active, using my mind, being in

relationships. If | can’t do that and I'm in decline, | am not going to likadt | don’t

know what I'm going to do. | wouldn't like being a very — what do you call it — angry

old person. | don’t want to be an angry old person because | can’'t do things. | want to be

a helpful old person.

As much as Mary’s acquaintance marveled at Mary’s rich inner and betehke also
explained at length the obstacles and hurdles of old age in general.

| think the society — | mean, there is all this youth; people think youth is the hot ticket.

And that had better change, is what | think, because everybody is living — not

everybody, but many people are living longer. | think one of the things about aging that

must be a real shocker is that you start to get treated in this diffengntAmd, | mean,

Mary and | haven't talked about that in particular, so | don’t know how she feels about it

Maybe it hasn’'t happened to her. I also think people are scared of gettingrelae

are scared of disabilities. | think it's a little scary, because . . . win€reylived in your

physical planet your whole life, you know, you've lived in your body and the oldnsyste

IS going to start to break down realistically. And, | think, that’s got to behaad to

deal with — very, you know, sad and scary. And | think loneliness has got to be one of
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the really hard things because your contemporaries are dying off aroundfymwlithht a
very scary thought.

True to her artistic nature, she came up with a solution:
| guess that's where that some sort of inner life comes in, whatevendlyae for,
whether it's a religion or, you know, some sort of other practice or Zen or —tl don’
know but, maybe, that’s something that can sort of take you past, or — not past, but just
give you a little sense that maybe you won't just kind of disappear.

Misha’s acquaintance pointed out the changes caused by a transformed status:
You're not significant anymore. You’re not looked upon to get information unless you
have a position of power. You're taken for granted. You're set aside by —and
sometimes even shunned by — society. But the elderly are put on the side in a way and
are not looked at as, you know, significant anymore, are not listened to what\ikdg ha
say.

She also reflected on the loss of physical attractiveness:
Deterioration. They are not beautiful anymore, physically beautiful, skiotitight
anymore. And maybe because they forget, you know, they're a little cluhesythey
walk, they don’t have their reflexes. People never think how they are going to look or if
they are going to be around at the age of these individuals. And if they look asayhey
“Oh, look at that old man . . . he’s drooling or falling asleep or bumping on things or
can't hold a spoon or the fork.” But they forget that, at one stage in their lives, they wi
be doing the same thing.

David’'s acquaintance talked about assuming responsibilities:
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| think the elderly are possibly not supported enough by the government. There’s not
enough done for the elderly. People who don’t have enough money have it really tough.
It also depends on their health and their relationships with their families. &fdaryy
have family problems. Kids don’t understand them.
Hersh’s acquaintance did not consider him as old but had strong opinions about other old people
and their lost status in society:
| think in our society, unfortunately, older people are not valued very much. I've always
had friends of all ages and I think it's important to do so. But a lot of people just don’t
want to be bothered with older people. They don’t find them very interesting. | think
people are afraid of it. You know, people are afraid of losing their looks for sure. Not
being seen as desirable any longer. A lot of people just don’t want to be bothared wi
older people. They don’t find them very interesting. They're marginalized in o@tyoci
in the same way that people that, you know, people that are mentally ill or poor people or
fat people or, you know, a lot of people that are just not valued, and are really, kind of
left out.
For her also, the link between the uncertainty of old age’s scares and deathanas cl
| mean, it is scary. | have aged physically so much since I've had the bstiayted to
get gray hair and wrinkles that just weren’t there before. And it's &rghg when you
see it because you have an image of yourself — probably of when you were 15 or 17 or
something that you hold in your mind — and you look in the mirror and those images
don’t match. But I think that your options are: you get older or you die. That'sit. There
is nothing else. You can't stand still. You can’t stagnate. So, that's it. And | think mos

people’s fear of death is a lot greater than their fear of aging.
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For Maria’s acquaintance, it was simple. Old age was about pain and needing help from
others — two qualities that she did not associate with Maria:
Old age is not pleasant for everyone. When | see older people who really, constantly,
depend on others, | feel sad and | always think it's —that’s not such a nice life, when
people just sit and are in pain or, constantly, need others to help them with every day.
Abraham’s acquaintance was as balanced as he was. There were pasgs/@thay
about old age; there were perspective, freedom and life achievements to look at:
The good part is, you sure get a lot of perspective in your life. You reallyaHang
view of what your life has been. Having perspective is good, whether what you look
back on has been good or bad. It might drive you crazy but as you get older you're
independent intellectually. If you're lucky, you're smart enough to understand and
accept the good things and the bad things you’ve done in your life. And once you accept
yourself in old age, | think that’s a great achievement.
But at the same time, he said: “I don’t like old people. | think that older people bemome t
greedy. They're greedy, self-indulgent and greedy.”
Arthur’'s acquaintance also had a lucid vision when describing the worsening@f agin
“First you forget names, then you forget faces. Then you forget to closeigper,zhen you
forget to open your zipper"
So, what do you do? Everyday activities.
Stronger than any theoretical discussion about life and its meaning, Eertscifales
about their everyday comings and goings presented a clear and most poignant pidhatatof
meant for them to be old. One of the main factors that contributed to the eldedippats’

sense of life satisfaction was a stunning feeling of freedom — freedonlifeoobligations,
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freedom to have a life. Implicitly and explicitly, the lack of restoictivas a potent player in
their accounts. Although in some ways that kind of life might have seem from digeout
limited if not dull.
For Peatrl, it was about time to be in this independence zone: "So now, I'm responsible to
myself. And it, it feels very free. And | don'’t feel guilty because | paid] ltdil did it; | did it
for many years.”And in a similar way, Arthur explained:
| no longer have a job to go to, so | can ease my way into the next event without guilt.
That’s something that most people with jobs can’t do; they always have to be somewher
I’'m delighted that I'm a so-called retiree because | can devote ¢iténgs like that. . . .
| don’t have to apologize to anybody or please anybody. There’s nobody who says,
“You're fired, you did it wrong.” | don’t do anything wrong any more.
Pearl’s example of a simple everyday act, that most of us go through withaut eve
thinking about it, offered a powerful glimpse into the essence of this freedom:
| get up very early, | have a cup of coffee and a piece of toast and | go badk tarzel
might fall asleep again and | might not. | watch the news on television frormtdd a
don’t get up again for two hours. Then | get up and have the rest of my breakfast. And
that feels — | mean — Queen of the May! This is luxury. Complete luxury.
For most of the actors, the regular everyday events functioned as an organigimg sta
point. Usually, the most prominent events and interactions were those that entald¢idia to
the world outside. The days were organized around one major activity. A day whenabere
doctor appointment scheduled or when the cleaning lady came, revolved around that event. The
basic activities (e.g., preparing meals, shopping, getting dressed aglttsiiag the house,

going over mail and reading the paper) of living took up the rest of the time.
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Lidia was busy writing a memoir and she was frustrated. She found that, although, she
had now no outside obligations, there was still not enough time:

| realize | get tired late in the afternoon, so the best hours arelpeady in the

afternoon which is very depressing. If | have errands to do — like going to the bank or

going shopping — then | have to do it in the early afternoon. So it makes it tough.

Just living took a lot of time, apparently. Like Lidia, Jayson had a writioggrthat
had occupied him for some time now:

And then after that | got back into a project that | that | had been doing —wattual

hadn’t been doing it but | was thinking about it for some years. I've researchetdlee w

guestion and I'm involved in writing that right now. However, | have not been able to

grapple with parts of it. I've let a lot of other things get in the way of this;slideaway

from it for the past six months. This is the core of what motivates me at the mament a

| haven’t been able to do it and | feel very ashamed about not measuring up, to the

enormity of the project. ... I've permitted all the odds and ends of life to stand between
me and getting the job.

Between reading, exercising, cooking and taking care of his household, this project
provided meaning without having to be completed. It supplied a sense of purpose and
accomplishment that Jayson had become accustomed to in his working life. Mosairtiypatt
postponed the feeling of growing old. First of all, it was a young man’s pasédctecond, no
one could be called old when he had so much still to do.

New York City played a major role in the participants’ everyday aigs:itThe
abundance of the city’s cultural life and the fairly comfortable lives nfdbiese elders led

included visits to musical events, the theater, museums, the movies and lecturesigpudolic
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institutions. However, the possibility played a bigger role than its implementattwnmdny, it
was more the idea of the possible opportunities that built a sense of achievemertgssarnig
the amount of visits.

Some of the participants were still working. Jonah and Simon worked about four days a
week. They both held a prestigious and well respected places in the compeyestablished.
Misha still taught a couple of nights a week. Hersh worked from home a couple of hours every
day. Maria did some computer research for the company she had workeahfpyears.

Others had a work-like routine; an activity they engaged in a regular baary. sbtupulously

went four days a week to do art and so did Bernard. Arthur spent a couple of hours every day
sculpting. Three more actors were involved in their own writing projects, B dfet they

found difficult to pursue but more frustrating to let go. Other participants seerbedd their
everyday activities in a strict regimen that almost suggested work. Jdremancy between
“feeling free” and having an orderly schedule, apparently, did not create a profileenidea is

not to have a typical day,” said one but when she described hers, she found it quite easy to
identify the typicality. Even for Pearl, slow mornings were built into each ang dagr not as

a monthly indulgence.

Abraham perfected his schedule to the level of almost knowing minute by minute
what he was going to do next. When this was pointed out to him, he agreed that he liked his
routines and tended to cling to them:

We live a fairly routinized life. We tend to be very routinized people. We do things

usually the same way we’ve done them yesterday and the day before. We alyake ea

and we go to bed early. We are active. We go to museums frequently; we drersnem

of two museums. We go to concerts frequently, we go to the theatre, frequentlyn— whe
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| say frequently | don’t mean three or four times a week but at least aneekave have

some event. We go to the movies, we read — although the number of books | read is not

as many as | would like because | find that | spend too much time readingwhgadxk

Times in detail. But | am able to read and we watch television — what we think are

interesting programs. Rarely do we watch during the day time; most of evisi@h

viewing is at night. And a lot of time is taken up with — my friends and | refera® it

the quotidian — the day-to-day activities such as marketing. And my wife speieds t

preparing dinner and things of that sort. That's a typical day. Visitingdier

relatives, occasionally, again when we're well.

Apparently, clinging to everyday routines was not just convenience. Even for
participants who valued spontaneity and expressed enjoyment in their freeddrdaysos
activities were carried out in a very orderly fashion. Participantaesgéo enjoy their routines.
They marveled when noticing that between the: cultural activities, friendsrsfoct
appointments, family meetings, cooking, shopping, cleaning and living, therdyaatagalinot
much time left over.

The offspring’s reports of their parents’ typical days also depicted thiésdetaveryday
living as the main part of the day. Everyday occurrences took precedence. Sons andsdaughter
seemed to be quite accurate when describing the main components of their gaysnts
realizing, also, that between the everyday acts of waking up, reading theguapgrout for
milk, preparing meals and eating, there was not much time left in each day.

Abraham’s daughter had his day laid out clearly:
Well, it depends. On a typical day, he exercises most of the time in the morning. He

does little chores here and there, you know, errands, marketing, paperwork. Then they
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have lunch and take a short nap in the afternoon. They’ll go out for walks in the

neighborhood. Sometimes, they’'ll go to a museum or try to go to a movie. Then they’'ll

eat dinner either out or at home. They'll listen to music, watch something on TV.

Usually they are in bed early. They go to bed early and they get up ¥&lgon't call

them after 9 o’clock.

So did David’s son: “He still takes joy and pleasure in doing things, such as gotog out
dinner and speaking with his family, playing chess, tutoring chess and ta&mgitnteraction
with my Mom”.

Usually, offspring felt comfortable with their parents’ activities and gas a general
reassurance that life was good for them. However, they tended to add theitiens of their
parents’ activities. Maria’s daughter was ambivalent when describingdtler’s restlessness.
On one hand it was impressive, on the other, it seemed sad and unnecessary:

Well, she gets up and the first thing she does is clean. She cleans the cat bdixkss she

up everything downstairs, she makes the bed, she takes a shower and then she’ll come up

and eat. And she generally has something to do; there is something that lhas to ge
handled. Today the cleaning girl is here, so she’s dealing with that. And then Bhe mig

go shopping, depending on how she feels.

Most of the offspring acknowledged New York City and its cultural opulence as glayin
a major role in their parents’ activities. Offspring spoke with pride of theanpsl involvement
in museums, the theatre and the movies, reading clubs and various sport activitiethelfrom
perspective, life for their parents seemed busy and active. However, as tlotgddaposy
picture of life lived to its fullest minutes, offspring also acknowledged that th&n{sawere

slowing down, that their days often revolved around one single activity, thaddhestimes
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spent too much time grappling with an errand they should not perform anymore and that they
were often alone.
These acknowledgements did not seem to contradict or interfere with the freedom,
interest and enjoyment offspring tended to attribute to their parents. Lidaiseeracked up
when thinking about her active family member:
| mean she’s involved in her synagogue . . . she’s in at least one or two book groups,
she’s is in another discussion group, she takes classes, she goes on trips witliaroups f
the synagogue. And she tells me about all these things she’s doing, so it seentsato me t
she’s busy. She is full of advice on things | should read or catch or see, when they get
released, and she is on the cutting edge. Usually the young people saig ‘What's
happening, man,” “You've got to go catch it,” and now my 90-year-old Lidia is the one
telling me what to watch for. | love it.
The acquaintances group also had a generally good grasp of the everyslaj/ tne
actors in their triad. Their accounts were even more positive than those of gnmgftgoup.
Hanna’s acquaintance admired her technological abilities:
An 85-year-old woman sitting at a computer, that’s pretty amazing. She teargbtif to
be computer literate. And she talks to people. Age is not an issue through virtual space
so much. So she has that intellectual side of her; it's not only technology, thatislthe
but it's the intellectual side of her that she really nurtures.
For Pearl's acquaintance, being active was a major key: “Well, shg's.otve, both at

the synagogue and in the theater and music, movies, dining, she goes to exercise.”
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Only few acquaintances were somewhat critical of the seemingly@ayly flow of
their actor’'s day. Abraham’s acquaintance thought Abraham was doingekrgven though it

might not have been the most exiting life:

So far as | know, | think he reads some, he goes shopping. Recently he goes shopping

alone but in the past they used to go together. | don’t think he has a particular dctivity,

think he just leads a quiet, comfortable life. ... It may not be the life that you'tblike

lead; it's not the life that I'd like to lead.

More than any other theme, the everyday activities theme representecttbpatisy between a
sense of freedom on one hand andjal timetable on the other.
Family ties.

The elderly participants had a lot to say about family ties. The elderhew's stories
were the longest. Their stories were more emotional and detailed, contaatiogpgd accounts
of the past (the past, defined as where one came from, parents, siblings, diecial malking
about the family of origin seemed to deepen and lengthen participants’ stdseswémen
tended to concentrate on their family of origin much more than men did.

Family of choice.

“| feel very content now. All I have to do is enjoy my children, enjoy my grafaielni,
great grandchildren — everybody — and that'’s all there is. *

Most of the elderly participants had a similar, almost cliché, statementréovgitia me.
All except two actors had children; most parents felt positively aboutdhiddiren’s
achievements and were pleased with their own role in raising them.

For two of the participants, relationships with their children and grandchildrenaner

everyday reality because they all lived under the same roof. Their o§spino led less
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conventional lives, had moved in with their parents. Although moving back with one’s folks as
an adult has a negative connotation in our culture, the participants who experienced this found
to be a fine solution. Both parents and offspring enjoyed a renewal of theirnmdlasanse of
mutual help. Moving back in with one’s parent rejuvenated their relationship, refrestiedipre
parental roles (e.g., worries about one’s child meals) and at the sameats®eé the tension
involved in living alone for the actors and the rest of their family. It meant gtedrager and

more capable member of the family was present to handle everyday Grsegamily

considered the possibility of a divorced son moving in with his elderly parents, should their
health deteriorate. However, living with their elderly parents and being irdalwean

everyday basis, with their parents’ affairs, was not the common rule for nfegird in this

study.

The two women who lived with offspring were grateful for the advantages of this
unexpected companion at that stage of their lives. For Mary, there was no quésten:my
daughter moved in with me and when | was sick, she took care of me and | could almost say, she
saved my life. | don’t know how | could have managed without her.” Mary’s daughteetbcus
less on the crisis and more on the everyday realities:

| think she’s done better since I've moved here, so that makes me feel good, totbe able

help her some. | could get a roommate but, frankly, | get along with her. And $ee is |i

a roommate. I'd like my own apartment but since | need to have a roommate here, |

would rather live with her. Now I'm thinking, “Well, maybe I'll just make a hdmeee.

Fix it up, fix the place up and make us — the two of us — more comfortable.”

At different levels of intensity, actors expressed pride in their childrdrgeandchildren,

told stories of achievements and contemplated the importance of continuity atyd faineir
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greatest hope was to live to see a good and solid future for their children adchgchen.

Along with this came additional worries, such as the health problems of childxatglm
problems and financial problems. In most cases the elderly participantstfétieghaeally

would not be able to help, unless their advice was asked for. What came out of thiesarra
were concerns of the comings and goings of their adult children.

However, the narratives seemed to be woven from selected information. Teve fact
were responsible for the selection: (1) the limited time most of thdyefmheticipants actually
spent with their offspring and (2) a strong sense of loyalty towards thelrexhithat influenced
the information participants were ready to reveal.

The actors’ understanding of their offspring’s lives was, for the most,rgdtfrem
weekly telephone calls, monthly visits and occasional lunches. It was not baségabe\sents
parents experienced with their offspring and often sounded like stories out oétalssaipt
(i.e., what our culture approves of when talking about good elderly parent-offspring
relationships.) For many of the participants, offspring were not there fgragaities, daily
routines and daily struggles of their parents and vice versa. In the everghaythe elderly
participants were by themselves, sometimes with their friends and neidiborst with their
children. Even when offspring lived nearby, their visits were too rare to developwanliéet
together and, many times, the elder actors felt that their interactioagaeeiew and too far
apart.

Hanna saw her son for a couple of hours every other Sunday. He was also the main
referral for her emergency calls and doctors consultations. Her son, forthib@aght that he
dedicated many hours to his mother, carrying the burden by himself, as his si@negsir

away.



141

Sherry saw one of her sons once a month and they went for lunch and had a good time.
Her other two offspring lived far away.
Marge knew quite explicitly that, if she became ill, her children would not betthere
help her; they did not live nearby. Even those actors whose offspring lived, rglateatby,
thought that their children had full lives of their own, so that they could not bother them for
every little thing. However, the little things, an unpaid bill, a disorganizededyasad T.V.
reception were, at times, the main concern for days and weeks for the elidgrgrds.
Pearl represented an ideal model of parents and offspring bond: maturegradtecti
relationships with offspring who lived in the same city as she and the assinaindeshe lost
her independence, they would step in to take care of her as they had done before whemshe h
difficult illness. However, at present, this ideal picture consisted of fneégunene calls and
twice a month meetings. Their everyday lives were separated. AgBeir]
Now it’s sort of all wonderful. There is no more codependency; they're adultmvome
with lives of their own and make decisions on their own. And they don’t expect me to
behave the way they do and | don’t expect them to behave the way | do. So the
connection is an emotional connection and it's a caring connection. It's muehtbasi
it's ever been. | worry about the time when | will perhaps be less independentland wi
have to depend on them. That will change it again — but even so, | think we’re better
prepared to do that in a reasonable way.
For the offspring, the burden of everyday lives meant that living two hours’ drive a part
was as complicated for maintaining a physical contact as living a Igig &part. It also meant
that family ties often remained a source of pride to be talked about. Howwterptld not be

translated into an important feature in the everyday fabric of experience
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The other factor, that contributed to the one sided stories told by the elderlippattic
regarding their offspring, was the strong loyalty elderly pigditts exhibited towards their
offspring. None of them had anything bad to say about their children. As much a®tke ac
were open, candid and even self-critical about other aspects of their livesll theyyicted their
children as being good. When a hint of irritation sneaked into the conversation, it mdedme
right away with a trivial explanation:

He comes down about once every other week. But he’s very busy. It's hard to ask him

to come more frequently. | mean he is very busy. | can’t ask him...

It seemed much easier for offspring to complain about their parents than theaghe
around. There was no doubt how important one’s offspring were. The fact that somewhere i
the world, someone carried ones’ name and legacy provided elder participants withienor
emotional satisfaction — but this did not boil the water for afternoon tea. Howevenvbea
offspring’s presence was limited in their everyday lives, most of theefokrticipants thought
that, in case of real emergency, their children would be there for them. Thdyobelaborate
further on what would constitute a real emergency and what their children weuddyado.

No one wanted to indulge in this scenario too long. The offspring group — whether regentfull
or gladly, from a sense of devotion or a sense of obligation — expressed aammilaor the

most part. They would be there in case of an emergency. However, they too watkengaiow
look into such a future nor did they have a clear idea of the resources, time and heney, t
could afford to spend in case of an emergency.

Family of origin.

Many of the elderly participants were not interested in talking about the past

factors determined, independently, the number of tales told about the familiglLpase
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emotional state of the actor and/or (2) the number of unresolved issues in his ot pareydal
relationships. The more concern the actor seemed to have about life in the pgressrninger
was his or her attachment to the past. Stories that depicted complicaiedskips with
parents or a difficult situation in the family of origin were more poignarioedded and more
vivid than others. At times it was strenuous to listen when past pain and neglectpvessed
as if they had happened yesterday. At other times, it was amazing to realiggdrayy
continuous and active the forces stemming from the distant past could be in thé préese
women in the present study showed a greater emotional diversity andeat tgredéncy to
analyze their present lives in light of their past.

Many of the elderly participants remembered being poor, growing up in the Biepres

and living in immigrant families. These early everyday strugglestatfébeir lives. Mary

remembered being so poor that her family needed to move from town to town, leaving behind

unpaid rent. Marge spoke of growing up poor with a frustrated father who could not support his

family the way he might have wanted:
It was very difficult for my father; | was very poor and we had no relativesl my

father was an educated, intellectual from Europe who came here with no trade and

couldn’t do anything. And he saw the shoe makers and the tailors making money and

here he is — somebody who knows more and he can’t make a living. It was very
difficult for him. It was no fun in my house and there was not looking on the brighter
side of things, it was looking at the negative side. And it took me a lot of years to tur
that around.

Lidia also remembered a cheerless atmosphere at home:
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In addition to which, both my grandfather and my mother suffered enormously from bank
failures which nobody talks about. And it had an enormous effect on their lives. My
grandfather lost all his savings, my mother lost her savings and it changehbllee w
course of my life. People don't talk about this in terms of life stories but it has
everything to do with the course of my mother’s life, my grandfather’s life aniifeny

One day she was talking about buying a house and the next day it was impossible. And

then, it changed her personality. She used to be a really cheerful person andrake beca

gloomy and matter of fact after that. It was like no recognition of spa@at®or

anything. It was just the gloomy day-to-day.

For Bernard it was a motherless, abusive and sorrowful childhood:

My father was rather monstrous. My father reluctantly took me and | was tohy by

aunt that he never put his arms around me, never caressed me. At that time atevas be

physically, beaten by this man. | never had a birthday, | was not Bar Mitzsadh't

join the Boy Scouts.

Pearl spoke of the need to overcome a gripping sense of sadness in a household
controlled by depression and financial problems. She realized, at an eatlyaadper parents
would not be there to cater to her need for a meaningful purpose in life and that she weuld ha
to find other sources of support.

From her lonely being today, Misha continued to cling to the memory of her'sathe
house. There she was appreciated and her love for God was developed and matchitd
enthusiasm. As an adult, she felt that her current family did not understand heuselgeds

and aspirations.
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In general, the male actors tended to mention their family of origin as arrfarkeeir
own achievements; while their parents had struggled financially in the pasvnthéad made it
to the comfort of the upper-middle class. While their parents were not able tatenmytural
life of their time because of their everyday struggles, they themsebresregular theater goers
and museums patrons.

Simon used a cynical tone when describing his parents:

My father was an average person insofar as his dealings with other people aothery m

was a little more gracious but not particularly so. | got a little obinfmy parents.

They were not outstanding in trying to help the world.

Hersh was more appreciative of his upbringing:

Both of my parents had gone through high school but no more education than that. By

the time | was growing up, as I've said, they were reasonably comt#alallthough it

was in the ‘30s and during the Depression — but they certainly had a much harder

childhood than | did.

The emotional tone of the offspring stories was different. While the parentsyednve
most of the time, feelings of love and devotion, many of the offspring told stories of
disappointment, resentment and agony. In the parents’ narratives, their offsprengdults to
be proud of, their grandchildren were successful and beautiful. Whatever wenteastriaythe
past and not relevant. The elderly participants’ loyalty towards their ehildas especially
clear in the stories they chose not to tell. For example, a neglectful chiltbtvantioned at
all, and if mentioned, it was by using flat, short explanations, barely hintinghéhahave also a
child that does not speak to them. Sons and daughters, however, did not hesitate to analyze their

relationships with their parents leaving no stone unturned. Using a culturdiiyized
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convention that tolerates criticism and disapproval towards ones’ parentsphthayoffspring
did not spare their, unforgiving, sometimes cruel, words. At times, it wasuttitiicreconcile
painful memories of maltreatment, an everlasting sense of unfulfillets nagooignant feeling
of worthlessness that was blamed on parents’ ignorance; a profound experierger that was
still difficult to conceal, with the image of the vulnerable, fragile, weklerly person they were
talking about. In some of the offspring’s stories, the passing of time did not waakgovter of
parent over child; the elder parent might have been physically feeble but ciiulalid or
destroy his or her child’s happiness with a word. The parents, however, did not exjrdssl tha
of strength and influence over their children and, more than that, in most caseswaéling to
engage in such analysis. Interestingly enough, the same kind of intensitpnatitgtand
vividness that was obvious in the actors’ stories about their family of originexpressed, by
the actors’ offspring, when they talked about their parents.

However, the fathers among the actors had it easier than the mothers. Forttpartnos
there were less unfinished business between fathers and their offspring thans enadhibeir
offspring.

The actors had a lot to say about their family of origin and family of choicalafy,
the offspring had a well-organized conception of their own personal history witlctttrs, as
well as an accurate grasp of their parents’ past before they themsetedsowe When they
talked about their parents’ past, they used almost the same examples thesryssa@nthen
they talked about themselves. The acquaintances group, however, had a moreauperfic
perception on the issue of parents —offspring relationships. While stating upfrentibial
conventions about the place of children in their parents’ life, most of the acquasndzhoet

have a close connection with the actors’ offspring of their triad. All they knewvat was
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told to them by the elderly participants or what they had figured out by relaelvwgen the
lines. However, the cultural script was dominant and went along similar lith@s:nice it is for
a man or woman to see their children, grandchildren and great grandchildren pndsper a
continue their lives with achievements, values and love.

Pearl’s acquaintance thought that, “She is extremely rewarded by hdclgitdren and

her children.” Marge’s acquaintance claimed, “I think she did a good job with her daagtite

she had helped her daughter to get into good schools and encouraged her daughter to become a

very good artist. So, she’s a devoted mother, grandmother.” According to Sherry’s

acquaintance:

| just think that it's hard and she does very well and when we talk to her she sounds very

good, so her big family keeps her going. She talks to her sons and then, of course, their

kids and grandchildren. I think that gives some meaning to her life.

Who we are: self and identity.

The aspects generated under the self and identity theme were relatedypiontize
experience of growing old. Other aspects of self that depicted the scopeldethe e
participants’ lives, achievements and inner development but were not, direabiatess$ with
old age were not included here.

The not-old self.

The not-old self was a construct that appeared implicitly on more than one leteis |
section, | refer to places where people were talking about their not-oldengeiand the
discrepancy between their chronological age and their emotional self. Tdnepdiscy seemed
to be a source of amazement and a source of frustration. On one hand, feeling eoengeisc

and fully engaged in life did not seem to change from thirty or more ggarand on the other
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hand, the number of years one lived already and the physical changes suggésted feel
differently.
Hersh put it bluntly:
| think it's very much a state of mind. | truly don’t think of myself as old. Urllessp
and take an objective look and say, “How old are you chronologically, what is your
energy level as compared to what it was ‘X’ years ago, how much sloevwowaon the
tennis court, what can you no longer do that you used to be able to do?” But other than
that, | simply do not think of myself as old.
For Hanna, a main support for a not-old self came from engaging in “young'tiastivi
particularly the Internet: “How many people who are 85 can do all the thingscrato? | can
do a lot of things. And | do them. How many people who are 85 know how to use the Internet?”
Marge depicted this dilemma vividl§yTake me for example. | can’t believe 'm 78 —
to me that's an old lady — and here | am, running around, doing things and having busy days.”
Misha, who was in poor health during the interview and had battled a fatal disaase, w
still waiting for her life to happen. There were still many things she hopeddmatish. Her
experience was that she was still in the middle of life and that there waschoyet to
accomplish:
| don’t really believe that | am where | am today, in this age, becaesédxactly as |
did 20 or 30 years ago — which is probably what I've heard before from other people.
But, I'm in a new old days or in old new days. And I'd like to see where it goes.
Because, you see, | think I'm in the middle of my life. I'm in the middle ofifay I'm

trying to think what to do with the rest of it.
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For some of the participants, the subjective uniqueness in one’s not-old self was
expressed in the way they perceived the past and remembered old people in shebByive
comparison, they seemed much younger.

As Hersh put it:

| am living very much the life that | envisioned at that time. In fact Fobpbly older

than | ever pictured myself but, at the same time, not feeling as agimgcadl Imy

grandparents. I'm older than my father was when he died. | don’t know that | ever
pictured myself in my 80s and, if | did, | probably did not think of myself as being as
physically active as | am. | remember as a boy, being very much taketinevfact that,

| think it was King Gustav of Sweden or King of Norway, playing tennis at ‘@.80; |

play tennis two or three times a week.

Hersh considered his perception of himself to be also true for his close circkEndffriln
generalizing his not-old self to his social circle, he expanded his own feéliigdhave a
couple of friends who are really quite wealthy and older. They are involved rthagteve.
These are people five years older.”

Jonah held on to his image of being active and involved, in spite of his age, as a primary

definition of who he was:
| have colleagues who are my age or older and they say “I have this, andhdtaaad
can't do this and can’t do that, | don’t care anymore, I've done enough.” | don’t have
that kind of reaction and | don’t see any reason to have it. | think sometimémttied
grandfather around here. Sometimes, they don’t believe their own eyes. Iyhonestl
believe that the perception of age or of aging is a mental process much more tha

anything else.
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For some, the not-old self was a more subtle image, one that resided alongside the
everyday realities of aging. Sherry battled with deterioratingthaald, gradually, was losing
her ability to perform different functions of her cherished role as a home midkerever, her
not-old self was still present and a very important part of her composition péichiegr to keep,
at arm’s length, the new images she had to live with but did not necessarily accept

Certain things are a burden, I'm beginning to find out. | loved to cook and ikstitbl

cook but, sometimes, | get so tired to stand there and my legs begin to hurt and that takes

the joy out of it. | used to be manic about it and, I still would be, if | could. So that

bothers me. The house is not up to — but I try to say, “I can’t help it, | can’t help it.”

The seasoned self.

The flip side of the not-old self was the seasoned self that, for many, casigit iand
comfort that could not be experienced in a younger stage.

For Arthur, a source of joy was the feeling of having completed a major stage of
development:

The central thing we all want to know is who we are. Mostly, we spend our lives

establishing who we are. I'm 84 years old, | know who | am and that’s a tegtiét

Many people reach the point of death without knowing and that’s a disaster. | dan’t ha

to answer that question any more, it has been answered. So whatever purpose life has

it's been achieved. You put little markers: “I did this, | did this.” The things thattc
I've done reasonably well and | feel good about that.

A similar seasoned self was expressed by Simon:
When you get older, you develop certain resilience. You realize that you agetgdie

hit with some certain problems and you learn to live with them. I've learned twitive
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them. They affect me much less than they used to.
For Abraham, a central trait in his seasoned self was the repetition of rolinds for
some people that might not be enough, he felt that it was just right for himself apduss:s
We tend to behave the same way. I’'m not proud of it; it would be easier for us to be
more flexible. As | mentioned, when we go to sleep, we behave as if somethingldreadf
will happen to us if we go to sleep later. Nothing will, of course, but we tend to be
creatures of habit. Fortunately, my wife and | are similar in our waysnK t have
become much more so in the past few years. | was much more flexible. | wis able
change routines much more easily. | don’t know, maybe it comes with thadatisiof
knowing that things are the same way.
The single self.
Two concepts were common among the women in the present study: the single.self, (i.e
living without a partner) and the way I look self.
All the men in the present study were married. Mostly single women (oighof e
women participating only one was married at the time of the interview)gllwy themselves for
many years, whether divorced, widowed or never married, participated iredempstudy.
Only one married women participated with her husband. The other men‘s wives did not
volunteer to participate, even though, they were aware of the interviews endwadified, age
and health wise, to participate.
The women actors without partners had never planned to be single. For some, reaching
this stage of their lives without a partner was a source of agony. Some justedonolerand
why life turned out to be like this. However, there was a grain of ambivalenceriatthede.

While they felt that they had managed well and enjoyed lives of independ@éhdbese was
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also a bit of self-doubt regarding the emotional price. At times, they seemedtking lfor
the balance between a cultural emphasis on couplehood and enjoyment of their total
independence.

Misha, passionate as she was about many subjects, used strong words to express her
feeling about being single: “Not married, being alone in the world. | hatenifls never to be
alone, ever! And | never dreamed that | wouldn’t be married. Well, it took me ahoaddi
adapt to that.”

Marge, like Misha, did not plan to be single but accepted it more calmly:

Those things are important, whether somebody looks at you or not or whether you have a
man in your house. | could have remarried but | needed somebody that was right for me
and not just ‘cause he’'s a man. And | know a lot of women who did that, they could not
live without a man — it's not my focus. And it doesn’t mean that if somebody nice came
along that | would throw him away. | still, when I go to a function, | look around and see
if there’s anybody age appropriate or | count how many men are at efuact | see

that it’s five to one. It's not that | don’t see it but that’s the way it is. Itdamy longer

say, “Why me?” | don't say, “Why?” anymore. Well, | don't think that anyen To

me, | think, “why” is because it's my destiny.

Lidia rationalized the situation:

There was no man that | ever met that | really wanted to spend my life\Wwitan |

really look back on it, | really have nothing to regret because every choidertade

was calculated and | thought about it and | made it consciously. | did the best I coul

with whatever | had.

Hanna felt she could have remarried but would not:
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| know people who've gone through the same experiences as | did and they gat,marrie

they’re happy, they're fine. Most everybody says to me, “Why didn’t you eter g

married again?” And they did. And | couldn’t. | was stuck on it.

The way | look.

Physical appearance was, for the most part, experienced as a moreestatéar in
women’s lives than it was in men lives and was experienced and expresseavbynérein the
present study in more diverse ways than it was by the men. When mentioned by, ttteegne
expressed their enjoyment of their own good, healthy, still attractive looks.

Sherry, elegant and neat, was sad because, although, to an outsider she seemed as
groomed as can be, she and only she knew what was going astray in her house.

Hanna looked at her crippled body and remembered how pretty she was: “Oh. What
would | say? I'd say, | used to be a very pretty lady, very, very pretty persas really very
pretty.”

Marge tried to brush off her looks as unimportant but she enjoyed telling anectietes w
people did not believe her age:

So, if people don't look at me, it's the way it is. What can you do about it? About a year

ago, a man stopped me and said “Are you so-and-so? You look just like somebody |

know.” And I said “Well, I guess I'm not” and he said “Well, she’s as piettyou are”

and | said “Gee, thanks.” So occasionally we get the sense that maybe sodusdy

look at you but it's not the same. | mean, | turned heads when | walked, | meagghe bo

would flirt with me, | mean there’s no such thing anymore — it's an acceptdndeat

is. And again, the big lesson that | learn is, it's the desire, the expectation kiestyoa

SO unhappy.
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And on another occasion:
| went to get a ticket and the man said “Well, you have to show me youraagiel, said
“Oh, you made my year, you're wonderful!” and he said “No, no, no, | really do want to
see it,” and | said “Oh, you're kidding!” He said “No, | want to see your carddid
“Okay, you'll see.” And he was astounded and the woman behind me said “I can see
why he wants to see your card,” and I'm delighted when it happens. riesnég not
that you're thinking, “I'm ten years older,” you know? They don't look at me and | kind
of laugh at it now — that’s the way it is.
The not-old parent.
The elderly participants made few references to the way old age implasitecbre
being and, although, it did, they preferred to keep a low profile about it. If anyth@ygtalked
about the ripened fruits of experience, wisdom and achievements: the seasondukeself. T
offspring were even less impressed by their parents’ advanced age and continped ¢oee
their parents in deep, multi-dimensional ways. It was amazing to realizeitid, rich,
complicated and energetic the actors were perceived to be by their offsphnisgaspect
appeared strongest for offspring who talked about unsolved issues with theis patesten
those, who described stable and calm interactions, perceived their papotseds, potent
individuals. That their parents were now old, needy at times and physicaly dvd not
change their emotional impact on their offspring. The not-old parent imageramgestthan
any reality.
Arthur’'s daughter puts it bluntly:
You have to remember, you're asking me — this is going to sound weiodt

you’re asking me questions that are natural questions for old peapdee of the
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remarkable things about my father is that he really do#sink of himself as an

old person, so | don't really think of him as an old person.

Jonah’s daughter felt the same way; nothing had really changed in her agrancegtion of her

father:

He’s continuing to do the things he cares most about, to negotiate and be involved in
policy and strategic development. | think there’s been a great deal of cocygiskée
continues to be very caring; he continues to be very passionate about issues. | haven't
seen a change. And | think he leaves some of the young men and women he works with
in the dust. | think it's a good lesson to them as to what one can accomplish. This is the
way | have always known him. | remember that he was that way as a yoongenteas

been that way my whole life. And he almost never loses his cool. He’s very well

balanced and very well grounded.

In spite of criticizing and being hurt by what she saw as her mother’s digpreglaria’s

daughter actually perceived her in a flattering light. She depicted arfigiot-old image of her

mother:

So she’s very sharp, extremely. Too sharp, you know .Well, she’s so sharp and she can't
do all of the things that she wants to do because of her physical body but her mind is still
doing all of them. | come and she’s standing on the kitchen counter watering the plants-
very, very independent, fiercely independent. She’s buying things on the computer. |
think she sometimes has more energy than me. She wants to do this and we have to go
out on the weekend and we have to buy this and we have to buy that. And, you know,

this has to happen and that has to happen.
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Maria’s daughter saw her mother as always alert and ready to try mgs.tlf$he admired her
mother’s unending curiosity and passion for life although, at times, it was fiugtrd could
see my mother: ‘Oh, I've never done that. I'd love to do that. | can’t do it now.” Shikat’s
upsetting her. She can’t do what she wants, whenever she wants.”

Mary’s daughter experienced her mother’s old age as a place of tranquikipesal
minimal obligations and permission to spend most of the day in recreational acthéyellS
that her mother was better off in old age:

| think that my mother has been depressed her whole life. It's kind of like a low-grade

depression covering her life; I think it's throughout her life she’s been #hat ithink

she’s actually got more friends now, though, than she did when she was younger. . . .

Well, she has her income; she has enough for what she needs, for her modest needs.

And, she has a place to live . . . she doesn’t have a job that she hates. She can do what

she likes to do. . . . In some ways, she feels better now, so in some ways, you know she’s

happy.

The sad self.

A common stereotype of old age is that old people tend to be sad and gloomy. This
gloominess was not apparent in the elderly participants’ demeanor or in thaiivear Some
offspring commented on their parents’ sadness, however, it was alwayselaulgsicribing
mothers and the gloominess was never ascribed to old age.

Maria's daughter experienced her mothers’ melancholy as the most distjpaioirod
their life together. She referred to it more than once throughout the interview:

She’s not happy. | guess sometimes she is but | wish she were, | wish — Olsagpshe

happy. | wish she were more happy. | wish she was happy but you know what? | don’t
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think she’s ever really been happy. You know. So, maybe, how can | expect her to be
happy now?
Misha’s daughter was also disturbed by her mother’s depression and, masvyhat

own inability to soothe her:
| think my mother is very depressed and | think she has been depressed for a long, long
time. But she’s in total denial about it. And, you know, anything | say to her to try and
point something out for her, she’s going to take the wrong way. And | know that |
shouldn’t. Nothing I say to her can help.
Initially, | assumed that the acquaintances’ group would be mostly prone toveegat

stereotypes of old age. However, if any, their understating of the eldeibypzarts was

positively biased.
Hanna’s acquaintance saw no trace of the depression, pessimism, tiredf@smgr s

down of faculties that were so obvious to Hanna’'s son and, to some extent, to Hanna herself:
| think she takes every moment in a very meaningful way. And she attempts to make the
most of it. | believe she’s a very passionate individual. And | feel that she’sdnoldi
passionately to every moment. | get a sense that she’s always in aYourknow, she
doesn’t want to spend time on things that are not important, not perceived important in
her eyes.
Marge, in her acquaintance’s eyes, was a model of the way to live as an elder
| admire that a person who is older — she doesn’t look her age — so, | know her from
the synagogue and she’s always pleasant, always going someplace dalingys
something. To think about growing older and being alive, what being alive... being alive

is important, as long as | have life. | know Marge has that to her: alive. Andageher
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mid-70s or whatever, she likes her liveliness. And | know she doesn’t want to lose that.

| don’t want to lose that.

Mary’'s, Misha's and Maria’s daughters all looked upon their mothers with worry.
However the acquaintances of these three women saw no trace of depression or mydbdines
only saw tenacity and endurance.

Mary’s acquaintance saw her for the artist she was:

So I think that she’s great at dealing with things but, also using, I'm goisay, the life

of the imagination to make things easier. Which is one of the things | think lalolés

one of the things we really like about each other.

Misha’'s acquaintance was not aware of the turmoil in Misha’s life nor héedaith diseases
and financial hurdles:

She seems to be okay. | mean, she’s friendly, she always has a great disp8sié

always has a smile in her face, she’s very friendly, she communicateseleryshe’s

like me — very huggy, huggy kind of person. And she comes and asks you, “How are

you doing, how are you, where have you been?”

Maria's acquaintance perceived only the good sides of Maria:
| don’'t see Maria every day but whenever | see her outside, sbeammplains.

She will say here and there, once in a while, a thing but, rekyis not a person

who complains. She seems fine when | see her. Again, every ts@e her

outside she is doing something.
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Beliefs and values.

Under the beliefs and values theme | presented two subthemes that came &ilolarthe
participants narratives and that were most related to ways of dealing evalgittg process. |
concluded with the place of organized religion in the participants’ narratives.

Living in the moment.

Zen in its simplest form implies meditation, full awareness, immersiagetinn nature,
reaching a state of calmness and peace. One of the tools in achievingdwsrergration on the
present. Living in the moment is a powerful idea. Generations of Eastern gurusstedi/V
therapists have considered it to be the true art of living. The future for thiy glaeicipants
had many uncertainties. The idea of living in the moment became powerful @nthlenthe
same time.

Pearl looked back at years of hard work and responsibility, when her needs Wiléréd ful
only after all the rest was covered. Now the focus was finally on herself andathia valued
change. However, how long the now would last was uncertain:

What | say is, | have to live now. Now, now while | can, | have to live — and that’s what

| work on. | work on the balance between living as much as I can without stressing

myself out more than | need to, without using my body more than | need to — but at the
same time, using it as much as | can. And keep finding that place.
David repeated this message a couple of times:

| go through life optimistically, one day at a time. And we do the best we can. Pne da

at a time, that’'s what | believe. Not too many things, as | said; one dayn&t al''tm not

concerned with things | forget. Take one day at a time and enjoy it. Afeeqd it

comes, one day at a time.
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Abraham enjoyed a predictable schedule and his daily activities wergedralmost to
the minute. This concentration on the present had its merits:

| live day to day. You don’t think about it. You take care of the day-to-day actiwitie

you enjoy every moment when you can and you don't think of the grimness, unless it

imposes itself upon you. Otherwise, you can’'t dwell on it; you grab every esiyou
can and enjoy every moment you can.

For the greater good.

From a different angle, concentrating on the greater good for one’s saciétyed a
similar goal: dissociation from an uncertain future. The elderly participamied to move to
the larger arena of social matters. Especially for the male attergrdater good was a concern,
a passion and sometimes a disappointment.

For Jonah, the boundaries and achievements were clear. He had worked all his life and
continued to work well into his senior years for an important and unique nonprofit organization.
The knowledge that his work had meant a great deal to the success of his oogawasan
ongoing source of satisfaction and pride.

For once, Simon’s cynicism did not mask his sincerity as he reflected: “I think tha
religion consists solely of helping your fellow man. My meaning is very sirhplp your
fellow men.”

Hersh also summed it up as a clear principal:

| would say it's what was described as, “the greater good for the dreatelker,” would

be my goal, my purpose. It's living by a rule that says: “Do not do onto otheryathat

would not have done unto you.”
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Religious activities.

Many of the elderly women mentioned participation in organized religioustedias a
meaningful and substantial part of their lives. They were active synagogueers, attending
religious services regularly and taking part in the intellectual, musichsocial activities at
their local synagogues. However, none of the men participated in such activiteeRabbis in
my synagogue started a movement called “the return of Adam” in which theytnyieg to
reengage men in the religious life that seemed to be dominated by women for dlee dalst.

Marge believed that God was with her, watching and helping her even when she did wet belie
in him; Simon thought it amazing that intelligent people fell for such ideashaMising to her
childhood and youth in an orthodox household and took pride in being the only religious person
in her entire family. Hersh questioned what religious faith could possibly add to theeegpe

of growing old.

While 13 of the actors participated in the discussion on beliefs and values, ( six women
and seven men), only a few of the offspring and acquaintances mentioned this theme when
reflecting on the elderly participants’ lives.

Misha’s daughter and David’'s son were each aware of their parent’sdyslkiefs and
of the importance those systems held in their daily affairs. However, Dagrd@ic not see
how his father’s ideas would help to comfort him if his health deteriorated sevétedha’s
daughter, on the other hand, felt that her mother’s religious background had helped and
continued to help her through some of the tough and depressing issues she faced.

Pearl’s acquaintance merely stated that religion was an important paadt life. In a
similar fashion, Marge’s acquaintance thought that Marge understanding atcepoé Eastern

philosophies was a major player in her well-being.
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And what next? The future.

The information is out there; life expectancy, geriatric medicine, thelityaaad ethics
of prolonging life are just a few of the topics on the social agenda. The iar@galso part of
our culture on aging: Old people in wheel chairs, old people who breathe and areebeing f
through tubes, old people deteriorating because of neurological deficienciebutliast least,
although most people would prefer to die peacefully in their homes, only a few will.

One of the planned questions in the present study, “How do you see yourself in fss&gmar
now?” was designed to tap into the near future and bring to the surface one powerful liesng of
old: the seemingly realization that one walks an unavoidable path that leads toAdigaihgh a
realization of life at any stage, still, it is experienced more forceifulbyd age. People may
experience this in different ways. It might be easier and calmer to sahuewaastating to others.
This question was planned to understand, from a different angle, what attitutlesping
mechanisms the elderly participants possessed when making sense oirjgsaagigunt of their
lives in old age. In contrast to the emphasis on the present, the question, “How do youwrssé y
in five year from now?” brought the near future even nearer. | sought to expharteseemed to be
the darker sides of the elderly participants’ being without labeling thelisease, weakening and
decline. Even if everything was just great at present, the statistics waqalidthat things might get
worse.

Indeed, for most of the actors’ group a five years from now time zone evoked, in obvious
or subtle ways, thoughts about a future that might be affected by decline amdideagever,
this discourse did not indicate a significant shift from the actors’ usual enmldboea For the

most part, it was a continuation of their story and not a measure of their anarghiactical
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concerns. Loyal to their core experience that life these days was fioe gifeat, most of the
participants believed that life five years from now would not be that differemiitiaaas today.
Jonah wanted his fairly busy schedule to continue as it was:
If I am roughly in the shape | am in now, | hope to be able to do what | am doing now.
To the extent that | can be physically and mentally capable of continuing tcsbmef
help, I hope | will have the opportunity to do it.
And Marge, who sought for new adventures, felt that there were hopefully méoeein s
for her. In the same breath, she brought up the possibility of physical deterionaticested
it:
Five years . . . | hope I'll still have the energy to travel or maybe | will-raWell, |
don’t think I've used up my wish list. | don’t see much different; | see miséatig
slower, probably. | don’t see me unhealthy, | see me healthy. | really demtszh
different.
For Abraham, it was a mutual wish for him and his wife:
As | said, | am happy to have achieved this and | hope to get older. As | said, | was 84
last month and | have no idea how long | will be here. | would love to see my children
prosper and my grandchildren achieve what they want. | would like to be around to see
these things happen and for my wife and me to be here to do it together.
Simon made fun of the question and the death issue altogether. He thought that eréive ye
from now he would be:
As healthy as ever, I'm going to be immortal. Still fighting the battidselp improve
society and having very little result because of an impossible politigatisn and

because of the innate, wonderful ability people have not to use their brain.
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Some participants had vivid examples of elderly people who maintained a stable and
healthy life style. Bringing up these examples when talking about the futusneteer way to
distance and ease the anxieties about aging and death.

Jonah talked about a friend who was even older than himself and who continued to be
engaged and active:

| have a colleague who was born in 1914 — so today he is 93 years old — and he’s still

active in an important charity organization. And he still gets on a plane antbflie

meetings. So, this is what | hope to do.
At her day center, Mary saw people who inspired her with hopes for herself:

If I live, 1 hope | can do the same things that | do now and that | will be abtettothe

Center. | see people who are sick and | see people, who are doing OK, people in their

90s who are still somewhat active and | hope — | don’t know how I'd feel about it. |

look up to them. | feel encouraged to see that people who are older than | am that are
traveling and that's good.

A few of the participants saw the five years from now question as an opportunity t
speculate on options they had not yet explored. Lidia wanted to develop a writieg ttase
had always been her dream and now she might have the time to do it. Misha was an aspiring
writer and musician who, while overcoming a complicated disease, hoped also to cawquer
territories:

OK, there must be a reason why God spared me. And spared me in the conditiom that I

in, which is, you know, very good for my age, | guess. And so | think it probably is to

finish the creative work right now.

Bernard too hoped for a future of artistic endeavor where he would be recognihedvork:
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If 'm lucky, alive, five years from now, | feel I've sort of reached épgome of
possibilities. If by some miracle, the gallery should open another show and d glebul
good reviews and | open up the kind of artist’s life that | can have, in which I'm not
waiting for years to emerge into the world and disappear after three weeks
Visions of a daunting future did not escape a few of the participants. Theseveeter
those who already battled with health obstacles.
For Sherry the future was scary, pure and simple:
It scares me. I'll be five years older. | think I'll become stiffegsl agile, not as able to
do the things that I'm able to do now, which isn’t much. | would like to feel more
protected, when having plans for the future. And | keep saying, “What are we @oing t
do?” | decided | can't deal with it, what will be, will be. 1try to live thatywl am not
always that way, when | start worrying about what is going to happen to us.rnSoeot t
to go over the mountain or down the cliff, whatever.
For Arthur, the question of five years from now was not relevant. He was contiemisvife
right now and chose to see this as an indication that his future would be just as happy. However
Arthur was one of the few participants who took statistics to heart:
| think if you were talking to a younger person, you would get an answer that makes m
sense. | think it's pure rhetoric to speculate what | will be doing five yearsnow.
My life expectancy begins to diminish.
Alternate living arrangements.
The next and, at times, unavoidable stage for elderly people is, often, the shifingm |
independently in their homes, to living with some level of assistance. The levebktdrass

may vary, depending on the resources and the health condition of the person. When conditions
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allow, a person might stay in his or her house with a live-in caretaker. TheliEement kinds
of assisted living available when staying in one’s house is not possible. Adisistg houses
have a higher status. Usually, they involve every day services like home mateter@oked
meals and in house medical assistance. However, residents live in independererapanits
and are not supervised on their daily affairs. Assisted living establishheamsisually
hospital-like wings to house residents that experience a change in theirdtatals. Nursing
homes are last on the list. Most nursing homes are institutions that control spexy et their
residences’ lives. Nursing homes may also offer departments that pilldsadlents who have
experienced yet another failure in their health and need extensive patietive

For the elderly participants, placement in a nursing home would be perhagashe
thing that could happen to them. Whether a public, government run institution or an expensive
private facility, a nursing home was seen as a place where (as PealEsaadjthing is
imagined for you.”

Few participants brought up the issues of alternate living arrangementsttiering
interviews. | would have thought that everyone would have a plan for when things wilb start
change. Not everyone did — or at least, not everyone was ready to talk about it.

Two of the women were living with their daughters. Although this was not presented a
a life-long arrangement, it was clear — at least to the daughters -thdlyavere there to stay.
Surprisingly, this did not have a significant calming effect on their mothers’ treagbtt the
future; their thoughts were not profoundly different from other participants who did vethret
special arrangement. Both of them did raise the issue of assisted living, althougtooot
many operational terms.

Mary thought that it might be convenient and less lonely to move to such a living



167

establishment, although she did not think it was within her financial means:
Well, | sometimes wish that | could live in a — what are these placesiall’s almost
like hotels — assisted living. | have been in these places. They have their lewn litt
apartments and they can come and go, they can eat a meal if they want teeat they
the dining room and they have the housekeepers that come and clean the apartments.
They do little things. That’'s not bad. One of the people who come to the center — each
person would be different — but she went to that place, she seems much more cheerful.
A nursing home, though, was a different story:
Yes, | prefer to stay home because | can come and go as | wish and, as ldag'as |
need a constant care — Because | saw how the people in nursing homes live and have to
eat what they're given.
Maria‘s response started out loud and desperate and ended logically:
Where do we go from here? | don’t want to go someplace and sit on the bench and
vegetate. | want to be able to do something and it’'s not easy anymore. And when you
don't feel good, you don't feel like doing the things you used to, like | used to take art
classes and things like that — Oh my God, | don’t know. I don’t know. |don’t want to
look. | don’t want to think about it. | just want to go one day by one day. | want to
make sure that in five years I'll have enough money to survive on. But ipefars, I'm
sure I'll have something that I'm not going to like. I'd like to be staymmy own
place. If | have to go to assisted living, | guess | would do that. | don’t wénet &
burden on my daughter. | don’t want to burden anybody. If | get really sick and then just

go in — you know, some place that takes care of you. But | hope | don’t have to do that.
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Hanna expressed the most determined view about changes; she would not tolerate the
and therefore she did not have any plans if they were to happen:
Oh, I don’t want to go on much longer. When people say to me, “To 120,” | say, “God
forbid.” | mean enough. After all, | don’t want to move into a home, a retirement home
| don’t want to have somebody staying here with me. And how long can you go on
without doing that? | don’t want to move into a nursing home, | don’t want to end up in a
wheelchair; | don’t want to have pain like my husband had.
Pearl and Marge each had a plan for the future. Marge did not like to talk about it:
| don’t really think about it because | am provided for — | have long-ternthheal
insurance, | have the room that has all my things in case | need it and, thiert. tha
really don’t think about it but you're making me think about it. So that’s what I'nmgay
five years from now, I'll think about it then. It's not that | have been irresplenand
have not provided for it but, once, | did, you know, yeah. And as | said, hopefully, it’ll
be like it is now.
Pearl was much more concerned. In a poetic way, she described her feelingseahdute:
On a day like today when the wind blows fiercely and I'm walking on the street and, and
— Clump, clump, you know, one step at a time — | say, “In 10 years, am | going to be
able to do this?” 1 don’t know. And | don’t know how I'm going to feel about it. And
that’'s something else I've found through the years: you don’t know how you're @going
feel until you're there. You can imagine but you don’t know. So I don’t know.
However, Pearl did not leave the discussion there, in an unknown zone:
That becomes a problem. I'm not sure. | worry about it a lot. | think about it a lot. And

that always helps me when | — Even in the past, when | was worried and afréidtof w
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was coming, | would — | have a very rich fantasy life and so | make up scemagdelf

of how it would be. [ paid for a long-term policy that would allow me to have a caretaker

in my house, so that | wouldn’t have to leave it, if | didn’t want to. It takes a big chunk

out of the money | have but | feel — But that’s important to me, that gives mel — If
don’t want to leave, | won'’t have to leave, no matter how invalided | become and how
much help | need.

Only one of the men spoke about a time of deterioration and, when doing so, he referred
more to his wife than to himself. Hersh felt that his wife might need such a pé&abad already
checked out the possibilities and was ready to do the move. It seemed easy for him to
contemplate this move and he felt potent and ready to change. While the future ajedmmi
debilitating for his wife, it might not necessarily be so for him.

| asked the two other groups of each triad, the offspring and the acquaintancasighe s
guestion?How do you see 's life in five years from now?”

Arthur’'s daughter did not foresee change: “I see him pretty much doing more of the
same. You know, having fun, having interesting thoughts, interesting relationships.”

Hersh’s daughter saw a steady, natural movement that, hopefully, would not dfeange t
essence of Hersh’s life:

Assuming sufficient health to keep going, | would say not all that different but wa

slowed down. And I'm sure that he would keep all components of it. Again, I'm

assuming sufficient health and mobility. But it would be less of everything: dlowe

down, more bent over, more gray.
Lidia’s relative had no doubts about the future:

If she lives that long, she’s going to still be writing and still be tryingrtg and still be
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trying to visit things and talk to people and participate. | think if anythingalgve
impeded her mobility, she would still be active to whatever extent she could be.
For Maria’s daughter, there was hope in the near future. If a current preditém were
to be cured and some emotional turmoil could be put aside, things might even get better:
| actually hope it gets a little better and she won’t have bouts of vertigo. khejseat
least as good as she is now. | certainly can’t imagine her brain gettings-ashsdiarp
as a tack and | think that’s going to stay that way. Except that it would bi sineegot a
little happier, you know, maybe a little bit more. I'm working on her, you know.
A recurrent concern was that parents would suffer tremendously if theydnedae
placed in a nursing home or cared for by their offspring or a caretaker. $jnimgfas it was
for parents, there was more wishful thinking (“We’ll deal with it when andhigipens”), than
any concrete plans involving allocations of resources, checking places, etc.
Abraham’s daughter summarized the consensus simply:
| think his main fear is that he doesn’t want to become a burden to people, so he hopes
that he will be able to live independently. But if the time comes when he can't, | would
hope that we could work things out so that he can have as much dignity as possible.
Arthur’s daughter could not really imagine her father growing older:
| hope he has a life, God willing. | don’t know, he doesn’t really seem to age. You
know, God willing, he will still be healthy. He might be moving around a little more
slowly, although he doesn’'t seem to have slowed down much.
For some offspring, the future meant death. They dreaded the possibility adraéitami
and the practical and emotional pressure it would put on them. For Pearl's daughteraifs

from now was associated with Pearl's death and the desolation her death wseld lPaarl’s
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daughter could not bring herself to think of her mother passing away, not being theze for

However, options and practicalities were there in the background, feedingears’'suhd
hopes. Another of the planned questions brought up a possible future afflicted by deteriora
The question was, “If needed, could you help your parent in his or her physical needs?” When
the possibility that one’s parents would need such care surfaced, the picturedch@ffgpring
did not try to dismiss the subject as irrelevant. Their responses were,mes)détagmented but
always clear:

" 1 will hire someone to help her or him.”

“I will suggest they move in with me.”

“I will do some part of it and hire people to do another part.”

Although most elderly people end up being moved to nursing homes, this possibility is
the hardest one to contemplate. Most offspring emphasized that they knew theinoard
not want to go to such an establishment. Offspring also declared that they would never put
anyone in a nursing home unless he or she really wanted it. However, realggsloaer time
and as Pearl said: “You can’t really know how you will feel when it comes.hé\time of the
interviews, the elderly participants and their offspring considered nursingdtonbe the worst
option possible. Placement in a nursing home would mean that the elder had reachedfa stage
deterioration. It meant that the actors would become dependent and their gffgpuid be
forced to take upon themselves new responsibilities that they would rather not.

The offspring group could be divided geographically between the ones who lived in the
same town as their parent and the ones who lived far away. As a self-selected group, the
offspring that lived in New York City and its vicinity were already prepdoedhe possibility

that they might need to be their parents’ main helpers. They differed from bacinahe
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amount of resources they had available and the level of readiness they dat@dnsiowever,
whether motivated by gratitude, guilt or sense of obligation, all the offspaikigthat they would
be ready to offer help if needed. Initially, they did not recognize the fusuadimne where their
concrete help would be needed, however, once their awareness of that possibikigeds
they were clear about what they would need to do. Offspring declared themeatiy$o honor
their parents’ wish to stay in their own homes and offer any help needed tohatkagpen.
As Hersh's daughter put it: “If someone wanted to do that, that’s fine but dweuwds long as |
have the physical ability or financial means or whatever — | would not takeat [géimine
there [nursing home]".
For Misha’s daughter, taking care of her mother was difficult but ther@avdsubt in
her mind that she would do what was needed. “But you know what? We’ll deal with it.
Whatever will be, will be. I’'m becoming more fatalistic. I'm beginniogdalize that, you
know, | tried to control everything but it didn’t work.”
Modern life presented a poignant dilemma for offspring. Jayson'’s son believed that
Well, if I had to, | would. | mean, could I? Yes, of course. | mean, one doesn’tovant
have to do that but, you know, family is family. Well, | mean, if you're a olensu
do the things that you have to do whether you like them or not. You know, he certainly
did things for me when | was small, so — | mean, just the question is, how would | go
about doing that?
Jayson’s son felt that he could and would help his father with his physical needssgargc
but they lived thousands of miles apart and it was not an option for anyone to relocate.
Implicitly, this meant that, if a time came when Jayson needed constant caa bauld not

provide it for him. Jayson’s son represented a group of offspring who lived far from the
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parents (or alternatively, whose parents lived far from their offspringjervgpeculating about
the future, about a time when it would become too late to incorporate the parentshieeds i
their offspring’s’ lives, the options were limited. Offspring thought thay would try to visit
more often and, if possible, they would send money but they did not see how they could do
anything more. The dilemma was sometimes impossible to resolve. On one hanthewer
offspring who lived far away from parents, had jobs and raised families obtheiand were
unable or unwilling to relocate. On the other hand, were the elderly parents wiioeed
permanent care or, at the least, reliable supervision. The difficulty of theositaauld explain,
at least in part, why offspring and parents were reluctant to talk about a futuregheentail
aging difficulties and did not mention foreseeable problematic future. Only extgicitly
asked, did they talk about the ways they could help their parents if their paretitssheald
fail.

The acquaintances group’s thoughts about their ability to help the actorbewuith t
physical needs displayed a normative range of what was possible, feadilbdebe expected
from them. A few instantly picked up what “physical needs” might entail. Howthayr were
also the ones who said clearly and directly that they could not help their eldgulgintances
with bathing, feeding, dressing, etc.

Hanna’'s young woman acquaintance said:

It's very hard for me. I'm not a natural caretaker. In fact, | like wheplegake care of

me. The physical taking care, like giving a bath, feeding — it depressesmnot a

natural caregiver in the basic needs.

And in a very similar way, Arthur’'s middle-aged male acquaintance exglaine

No. | might actually participate in hiring somebody but | don’t think | could do that
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myself. | have very poor skills in that kind of nurturing — feeding him or changing his

clothes or making his bed. My definition of friendship doesn’t embrace that.

At the other extreme were participants who depicted a sense of duty thataddiweir
willingness to be involved in taking care of bodily needs, if needed. Their approach wds tha
someone needed your immediate assistance, you gave it. However, for most tieghem
guestion seemed to be hypothetical, something unlikely to really happen. Their answers
displayed a societal norm of what good people should do.

All acquaintances were ready to lend a helping hand with daily activities¢ha more
remote from bodily needs, such as shopping, bringing books from the library or gedting
medications from the pharmacy. There was also a very real issue forvalddiged away from
their immmediate families; many acquaintances expressed not only theintie experience and
the expertise needed to accompany people to the hospital. Marge‘s acquaintance sai

I’'m very good at bringing people to hospitals and bringing them home. I'm an expert on

that. I've done that quite a few times, so | would help her. And | know about caggtakin

home care, finding an agency who supplies home care workers.

When | included the question about helping the elderly participants in theicahysi
needs, the goal was to explore basic attitudes that might go beyond reguiatagegicounters.
Offspring, for the most part, were clear about what was expected of them arntieyhaxpected
of themselves. Acquaintances displayed a similar understanding of their tladelives of their
elderly triad members. If anything, the narratives about this topic gtesnthe dichotomy
between stories of personal aging as opposed to stories of old age in general.

The findings presented in this chapter were drawn from the narratives of thgrbues

of participants and, for the most part, were positioned to bring out their unique voices.xfThe ne
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chapter will deal with the ways these voices are interwoven and intertwitiad thie general

discourse on aging.
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Chapter Four: Discussion and Conclusions
Themes of Meaning, Revisited.

The main findings in the present study were the themes that emerged from tlye elde
participants’ narratives and the way these themes were talked about acthertances’ and
offspring’s narratives.

Two major observations were found in the present study:

1) There are striking similarities between qualitative and quantitdtidees in findings
on old age issues and

2) There is a profound discrepancy between the positive perceptions and experiences of
elderly people on their lives in aging as they were reported in differemtrceggaradigms,
including in the present study, and the vast literature on negative aspectsigé ah general.
The identification of old age as a distinct developmental stage, genderraifigyéimitations of
this study and suggestions for further research will conclude the chapter.

The themes that emerged from the present study were (1) reflection onreeilf goel
acquaintance at present ( an introductory theme that will not be discussecdhrapiter
separately) , (2) conditions of aging, (3) everyday activities, (4) faragy (5) self and identity,
(6) beliefs and values and (7) the future. These theapsired the elderly participants’
thoughts and were reflected in their offspring’s and acquaintancestivesras well. They
expressed the meanings that the elderly participants ascribed tovéerid were validated by
Offspring’s and acquaintances’ narratives. Across comparable gualgtidies, the various
methods of gathering data did not yield very different themes. The themeseetaging,
self, family, significance of past events, regrets and accomplishmelotss wead beliefs. For

example, Kroger (2002) analyzed 14 individuals’ life stories in order to define aaindisst
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identity processes in late adulthood. The themes she reported dealt with vocaiign, fam
friendship and community. Rohovit (2000) interviewed 10 women about their lives and found
similar themes: relationships with family and community, the challengestadraying body and
gaining perspectives. Thompson (1993) opposed the traditional study of aging asatiseas
pathology and found themes of work, leisure, grand parenting and intimate relationahips t
formed the meanings of later life experiences and self-perceptions.

From a quantitative research paradigm, the source of meaning profile byaRdkétong
(1988) consisted of items that formed the themes: humanistic values, involvemeiainiyh f
and friends, feeling financially secure, meeting everyday basic neetisipasion in leisure
activities, participating in hedonistic activities, preserving cultaceteadition and interest in
social cause. Penick and Fallshore (2005) looked at the interaction between letreitpf a
sources of personal meaning and expressed satisfaction with life in gldeitypants and
showed similar ways of ascribing meaning.

Although the present study favored the narrative method as a tool to elicit melaaing, t
similar findings in different paradigms validate and strengthen the findingsnieral and each
method in particular. Research methods that explore, measure and generaliz&dhsnar
have more in common than might be perceived. The narratives gathered in the prdgent s
depicted general life themes that were embedded in the reality oirlittes process of growing
old, while illuminating the individuality of each elderly participant. Some cfdélibemes were
related to the experience of life in general and were not specific to old age/egnotheir
position in old age brought out the uniqueness of experiencing these meanings whilg growi

old.
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Conditions of aging.

Health and sickness.

No matter what age or developmental stage one is in, the integrity of the pbysigas
a focal point of anxieties and hopes. This is even more potent when one is afflibtad wit
chronic or life threatening disease. A central theme in the literat@agird depicts growing old
as growing sick; much thought and research is dedicated to the way healthfifestiedder
people. Old age is viewed as a sickness that attacks all areas of body and mind and mos
disciplines are working to find ways to prevent, delay and, ideally, cure indivigdlprotect
society from an unwanted old age (Nuland, 2007). In the present study, however, health and
sickness played a minor role in the participants’ narratives. If dealt walh dtwas dealt with
defiance; health issues may be inevitable, annoying and even scary but thpgnvefdife.
Participants of all groups were reluctant to prioritize health issues aboveagiuost Actors felt
that as long as they remained stoic about health issues and their condition remainegeaihcha
they would manage. It was easier to speak about symptoms that were not aromdfdaging
old and that could be treated as something that could happen to anyone, anywhere, independent
of chronological age. Health issues that were mentioned were eithalr (gig., a pinched
nerve, some joint pain, a tooth that needed treatment) or were related to a liemnthgedisease
that had been cured and that was cited as an example of overcoming life’&eebstdfspring
and acquaintances tended to minimize existing and potential health isstnesrfelders as well.

Research literature that explicitly examined people’s views andierpes of suffering
and sickness depicted a similar reluctance in elderly people to view healtharend# the focal
aspect of their being. Although it was difficult to ignore one’s sickness afatisgfwhen in

the midst of living it — especially in front of an investigator who inquired tyend in detail
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about one’s health conditions — participants told stories that were more optimastic t
pessimistic, more persistent and stoic than desperate and compromisingpapPéstigere eager
to express their lives as being more than their illnesses. In Van Maanen’sgReB6pN
health’s and iliness’s attitudes among elderly people in the United StadeEngland, his
participants — even when suffering from aging and ill bodies — indicated thraiviilebeing
was not shaped solely by their health conditions. Like the participants in the gtesgnthey
considered aging to be not just a time of deterioration but also a time of growth,wesa
state of mind as much as it was a state of the body. Through the narrativeslypivedesn,
Grenier (2006) pointed out the distinction betweenpttadessional (i.e., medical, social work,
nursing) understanding of age-related sickness and frailty and the aqteaéerces of the
women living in that condition. Grenier’s participants identified themselvbsiag frail but
objected to the medical perception of them that recognized only their frailtyiekness. For
these women, being sick was only part of their being. They had other dimensiofshaft bt
they esteemed, for example, meaning, triumph and achievement. Dacher (1888¢dxa
narratives of elderly women who participated in a rehabilitation progranodwious illnesses
and showed how the whole was greater than its parts; in the midst of sufferingaltparviof
oneself was striving to stay alive and make meaning out of a difficuleagest Black (2006)
conducted a qualitative research project that explored elders’ expersérstgiering. While
soliciting stories of suffering brought out a general atmosphere of sadness @atiateghe act
of telling a suffering story revealed layers of meanings that alstedlicptimism and hope.
Caplan, Haslett and Burleson (2005) asked elderly participants to write puimaile they
described loss in their later life. Loss was defined as the death of loved gredsdyuds the loss

of physical strength and physical functions due to failing health. The authimc that stories
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of suffering and loss were combined with stories of perseverance and hopekinyBitizt and
Williams (1994) analyzed encounters between medical personal and eldenhgadth health
issues. They found that when conversations between the medical staff and ithetis fiatused
on various social and family aspects of the patients rather than just thesahuedhditions, the
course of healing changed dramatically. When health status was not positionechais the
component in the person’s life, it was dealt more efficiently and more sudbessfatients
reacted better to the medical treatment and improved in a shorter time, thusiogntine
assumption that health did not determine the entire picture.

Judging by the cited research that dealt with the ways in which sufferingcindss
brought out the resilience and optimism in elderly participants, the refusal ticodvibese
issues among the participants in the present study, seemed a sign oftéeditieva and
strength and not a sign of denial. Participants resisted applying upon therrtbeivemrent or
acquaintance the vast amount of societal/cultural knowledge and stereotygesisider old
age as an inevitable time of deterioration. Although health and sickness weraihpotiie
discourse about old age in general, they did not play a prominent role when studglugtlye
participants’ views on aging. Moreover, the offspring and acquaintances irefempstudy
were even less engaged in discussing health and sickness issues of thehaidées actors
themselves.

A different approach ties these findings to psychodynamic mechanisms. We are
protected by potent mechanisms of repression and denial that allow us to forgettalinatore
(Yalom, 1980; Kasket, 2006). Further, the realization that our existence is fradjienaporary
does not interfere significantly with our daily lives. In the present studse thefense

mechanism were expressed through minor complaints — a pinched nerve that slowed one down
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at the tennis court or ski slopes that were too steep and should be avoided — but not a word was
spoken about deterioration and decline in the looming future. However, the psychodynamic
approach explained only part of the picture. Understanding old age as a distitmpaewntal
stage suggests a different approach to overcoming existential asxigteerly people may
move to a stage were the drive to deny and avoid life unpredictable consequencesad repla
with a positive drive to concentrate on the present.

Death and dying.

The main factor across all three groups in the participants’ discourse on @gsatew
wish to avoid a lingering, debilitating process of dying. The long processraf dgis become
an undesired reality of our times. Vincent (2003) reviewed cultural, societaticGadiual
views on aging and the way in which the reconstruction of aging as a preludentsnieahced
these perceptions. Modern society is unique in its strong association between old degetla.
In earlier periods and in some countries, still, death has been associated witlclytanen and
pregnant women. Old age was associated with good fortune and wisdom. The development of
medical technology promoted the perception of old age as an involuntarily prolonged and
agonizing process. Along with technological advances in modern medicinstiledifantasies
of discovering cures to aging that would allow immortality. Cicirelli (2G02hnd that people in
the middle of their lives firmly expressed their objections to any life prahgngiocedure,
however, they became increasingly more ambivalent about their options asltaeged in
years and adapted to changing health circumstances. In the present stiogyamigrtn all
groups wished to avoid a lingering suffering death. However, only few exgrdssmtention

of avoiding medical intervention, if that were the only way to prolong life
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Kaufman (1999) presented two medical narratives of death to illustrate théetasen
the cultural notions of “good death” (i.e., a quiet, controlled departure from life) andbtke m
common reality of medical technologies that were able to prolong life but couldswee
guality of life. Kaufman analyzed a cultural assumption that, by the tiate derived, the
people involved —medical staff, the families and the dying persons themsewesild know
what to do. Her study showed that, while the medical staff were working harepgahesaging
body alive with the aid of intrusive technologies, families were not suretivwmatvere supposed
to do or whether they should decline a procedure that might change the coming endarA simil
ambiguity was found in the present study. Most of the elderly participantssseprthe wish to
be among the lucky ones who would be spared a prolonged and painful dying stage. Their
perceptions did not seem to resolve the gap between a general reality ofidjrtgeih in
hospitals and a personal wish to die peacefully in one’s home. It seemed though thiag) @dopti
philosophy of life that was described in the present study as “living in the mdimelped the
elderly participants to avoid anxieties and fear around death issues. For ntaem ahie
proximity of death in their lives (e.g., the death of close friends), motivatedtthenjoy every
hour and to concentrate on the triumph of being alive for yet another day. A siewavas
presented by Gamliel (2004). She described the way elderly people in a nursing $tussedi
issues of death and dying. In a place where dying people were a constgntdeath was also
a source of solidarity among residents. Waking up in the morning to find that thelesdpty
the room was not yours, was a kind of triumph to share with the other survivors. Here again,
while the literature about them was gloomy, the elderly found the approachoidtmake it

bearable. The elderly participants in the present siadg stories of older people who did well
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and stories of good deaths to achieve a similar objective: they managed to distinteniea
themselves while concentrated on their present well-being.

In contrast to their elders, the offspring and acquaintances’ groups, for thparips
avoided the topic all together. Although they were familiar with their parants’
acquaintances’ fear of becoming dependent on others and suffering a lingetimgrasegave
the impression that they hoped (as suggested by Kaufman, 1999), that someone else would
know what to do when comes the time to make difficult decisions.

The golden years.

The golden years’ theme depicted the strong sense of joy and freedomdltainival to
the actors’ narratives about their lives, as well as to the narrativesrabffispring and
acquaintances when talking about the actors’ lives. Powerful statemertsrihayed a high
level of well-being and satisfaction with one’s life stood in sharp contraspaiine social
descriptions, attitudes and stereotypes about old age and old people in geawan) ({994,

2000; Nuland, 2007; Vincent, 2003, 2006). These statements validated the results described in
narrative and quantitative studies and told a much more optimistic story than mighebted,

given the existing negative social and cultural connotations of aging. lintighgsinough, a
neuropsychological approach yielded similar conclusions. A study by §tue¥xdolcos and
Cabeza (2009) showed how elderly subjects (over 70 years old) tended to forget negative
pictures shown to them, in comparison to younger subjects (up to 30 years old). Tioheesear
also found that, when trying to retrieve negative pictures from memory, efadetigipants used

a different area of their brain than younger participants — one that sasskesciated with

emotions of anxiety and fear. They concluded that differences in the way yamageider

people processed strong negative emotions helped to preserve the well-ledaeylpipeople.



184

Beside the importance of looking at well-being from different outlooks, apgptiiese findings
to the present study suggests that neurological constructs helped the elderbapgstto feel
good about themselves. And it may be that their positive attitudes helped, amongiogsetd
influence their offspring’s and acquaintances’ perceptions on their weti-be

Old age in general.

One of the intriguing findings in the present study was the discrepancy bdtveee
participants’ perceptions of their own, their parents’ or acquaintances’ ohdgbeir
perceptions about old age in general. For the most part, the actors’ lives were gersdigiang
very good, in their own eyes and in the eyes of their offspring and acquaintancesvekdar
most of them, old age in general meant misery. Other old people suffered fromldkdeesof
old age; the actors, in their own eyes and in the eyes of their offspring and acopesinteere
untouched by them. While most of the elderly participants expressed joy, satiséad pride
in their current stage of life, their views on old age in general were disappro\iege Views
ranged from negative stereotypes and repellent emotions towards old agaltcefmens
needed in order to help the poor and disadvantaged elderly. As was mentioned earliar, a sim
discrepancy was found when looking at the theoretical literature on aging as@ppossearch
done that described old age from the stand point of its members. While sociaktheorie
emphasized the negative biases and stereotypes of old age, people in the prooegshefit
old age were much more positive when describing their personal experiences. Mdéhatha
the research literature that observed, measured and compared old age dtesaotgorted a
diverse picture thdtad positive as well as negative aspetighe present study, old age in
general or the old age of others were the target for most of participamstgoaism and

animosity on the subject. In support of these findings, Heckhausen and Krueger (1993)
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suggested that the distance between one’s own age perceptions and his or her perceptions of
others was more typical for older people than for younger ones. They examfaeshtidige
groups from 21 years of age to 80 years of age on the way they evaluated iexyzectaelf-
development in comparison to their perceptions of other people’s development. The researche
found that the participants in the old group (60-80 years old), tended to evaluate their own
developmental achievements more highly than the achievements they attribbtedtteet
members of their age group.

One way to explain these findings is through the psychoanalytical approaphofhates
a direct line between death anxiety and attitudes towards old age (Bond, 2006;188ve
Vincent, 2003, 2006). In this approach, fear of death is transformed into emotions of repulsion,
disgust and, at times, hatred towards old age. As we can’'t always contaimtibésa®in an
abstract form, we tend to project at least some of them onto old people.

Gamliel (2000, 2005) stressed the potency of using the other as the projected target for
one’s fears and anxieties. As long as the devastating consequences of olddbe ascribed
to others — those who were really old, really sick, really poorly endowed gélyetieally unfit
— none of those consequences could be inflicted upon us. Another benefit to this projection was
a logical inference: The further away one was from that kind of old age, therfaway one
was from death.
Everyday activities.

Participants’ descriptions of the ways in which the actors experienced dlyetio-day
activities identified a powerful tool that contributed to feelings of feati®n and joy in their
lives and minimized the influence of negative views of old age on their sense-tieing|

Concentrating on the everyday comings and goings, established a sense gpfislsoment and
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enjoyment but also created a feeling of continuity. The question, used in the presgnt stud
“What does a typical day look like for you?” has been referenced in other researdbron el
lives (Kaufman, 1986; Rohovit, 2000). It was usually used as an ice breaker, a way totenter i
the participant’s life in a casual manner that did not require planned, cazaitgd answers.

As the researchers reported, he or she would then move on to the more essential and profound
issues on the research agenda. Rohovit (2000) even decided to skip this question, once she
realized that her participants spoke willingly and enthusiastically anchératwas no need to
ease them into the conversation. However, in the present study, the descriptiond#yevery
affairs, not only, provided an opportunity to see the concrete details of the eldediyppats’

lives but also led to significant insights, when trying to balance abstraningsand their
practical manifestations.

Other researchers have explored the premise that focusing on the preséntetdg
sense of calmness and satisfaction in relation to old age. As in the present syuchyntheded
that the routine, fixed way in which elderly people arranged and experienceevirgiday
activities explained some of their satisfaction in life. Lieblich (2008) dészlkow a group of
elderly people, who met almost every morning, used their rituals and routines to pysheawa
anxieties of old age and the passing of time. They created a place for tlemmdstre time
stopped or, at least, moved very slowly.

Gamliel (2000, 2005) and Hazan (2000) also identified focusing on the present, denying
the passage of time and clinging to a familiar and repetitive schedule dsfkages for elderly
people’s “end of the road” anxieties. Their data was collected in nursing herpkses that
were prone to evoke these same anxieties and where the residents had limigedfmea

organizing spaces for themselves that were protected from the future. In baeelaytcenters,
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for example, residents would not talk about the past or even their lives outside thencenter
would they discuss members who were not coming anymore. What happened outside of the
center was, many times, filled with loneliness, diseases and deteriorationpréfesred to use
the day center as an island that was disconnected from all that could or did go wrong in the
outside world.

Eyal (1996) provided a relevant framework that looked at the different expersmtes
perceptions people related to the passing of time. She found that elderly peopleneagerie
deep discrepancy between past time and present time, between personal timabmntsand
more commonly, between physical time and emotional time. One of the most powkmgiede
against these discrepancies, especially the passing of time and the unavoidableecaeseof
getting closer to death, was to put oneself above it. If one focused on the presemng, #mel he
now, then the unpredictable future would become distant. Leading a life with few sharifg
that moved in a cycle, helped in focusing on the present. Everyday comings and goengstwer
meant to achieve a future nor glorify a past; next week was not the promise of aslbemtur
rather, the promise of stability and continuation. Time, in this experience,etgyualical
gualities. Each passing day and week became a closed system that rathlarapsrpetuum
mobilg generating strength and satisfaction from the continuous movement. The constant,
repeating everyday events left one with the impression that it was nevsg.eftlis
reassurance weakened feelings of annihilation and despair.

It seemed that the theme of everyday activities, in the present studyecaibte
forcefulness suggested in Eyal’s (1996) framework. The enthusiasm and deliginthrtive
elderly participants described their everyday activities and repeatede®atd the amazement

and knowledge of details their offspring and acquaintances showed when talkinthabeut
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topics, gained some of its strength from the additive comfort and ease that vwgd bsou
experiencing the passing time in a less threatened way.

Many elderly participants, in the present study, were involved in creativéias at
different levels of intensity. Fisher and Specht (1999) stated: “Creativéyacan help the
individual transcend the negative aspects of life by focusing on the positive arthfpdte
optimization versus the minimization” (p. 466). Fisher and Specht measuradityreata
personality construct that promoted successful aging. They concluded thaitgreantributed
to successful aging by fostering a sense of purpose, interaction with pérsiEnal growth,
self-acceptance, autonomy and health. Rugh (1991) suggested that: “The ar{sropledy
engaged, are no mere time-fillers but a vehicle for complex cognitive antbeat@xpression
and development” (p. 29). In the present study, the arts, whether practiced hands-on or
experienced as audience, were significant to both the actors’ sense of mongidtto their
offspring’s and acquaintances’ sense of the actors’ well-being. Théyaddeticipants seemed
to have found a satisfactory way by which to balance the acts of evenyidgyadnd the
activities that nourished their inner selves. In doing so, they strengthen theinseompletion
and peace.

Family ties.

There is a societal convention, demonstrated in literature, theater, mopatages and
interviews with seniors: elderly people will present their children and gnéddoen as the most
important part of their lives, whenever they can. Once the outer world becaraedessible
and elder persons were not actively involved in working and having a careéy, ieasiwhat
lasted. Relationships with children and grandchildren continued until the very lasininoina

person’s life (Nuland, 2007, Vincent, 2003). Indeed, the elderly participants in the [stesignt
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described their children and grandchildren as a satisfying source of meatheq lives.

Children and grandchildren were a source of joy and pride and stories about them wara told i
straight forward, even toned manner. However, many times, the stomesdstedepict the
relationships in a hollow manner, sticking to trivial facts in a way that sweghtsit there was

not much evolvement in the relationship. More than that, although children and grandchildren
were often mentioned as an important element in the elder’s life, their patsahce in their
everyday doings was small, emphasizing a discrepancy between the scriptatdtits
manifestation in everyday life. Spector-Mersel (2008) supported this observin her study,
narratives about one’s family were absent from participants’ spontaneoes stoout their own
lives. However, when asked directly, her participants agreed that their chgdaedgchildren

and significant others were the most important part of their lives.

Koropecky-Cox (2002), from a quantitative paradigm, examinethtpertance of
parenthood as a potential source of instrumental and emotional support in old age. tdsing da
from a comprehensive survey on families, Koropecky-Cox concluded that pareliaémvg
was sometimes severely damaged because of poor relationships with offspsimgie@ings of
dependency on ones’ children could negatively affect their sense of well-l&migless adults
were more influenced by society’s negative views on people who did not have childarénegha
were affected by the absence of children in their lives.

When looking at the actors’ family ties from their offspring’s perspecsome clear
distinctions were evident. Offspring understood and described their relationsthipkeir
parents at different levels of complexity. For the offspring, relationstitbstheir parents
revealed more twists and turns. Many times, offspring talked about thegtastgrold

conflicts and clinging to past conflicts. They seemed to be forever loakiragpproval and
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seemed unable to acknowledge the different stage in life their parents hatire@hbk
discrepancy between perceptions of old age in general and those of one’s pastringas
when examining the unchanged place of parents in their offspring perceptions. From the
offspring’s perspective, offspring-parent relationships were, at tirmes;tave, dynamic,
disturbing and consuming as they might have been twenty, thirty and fifty gears a
Apparently, the place a parent holds in his or her child's mind — an image that waslesdabli
and expanded through endless interactions — is not easily replaced by thefiaraggiog,
feeble, sometimes confused and burdened parent. As revealed through their s aofégmeng
perceptions of their parents as potent adults were almost always uninfluertbed pgrents’
aging.

Self and identity.

The not-old self and the seasoned self.

The not-old self and the seasoned self were powerful constructs that appeareg ah man
the narratives in the present study. These constructs also demonstrated tina diggncted in
previous sections: how, if at all, can one reconcile the societal knowledge of oldlateew
personal experience of it? At different levels of intensity, participankeipresent study,
combined self-perceptions of one’s younger images with their perceptioriseeobtid people to
reconstruct a comfortable image of aging. In the actors’ narrativasntitiens of themselves
and of other older people reflected an understanding and acceptance of their owneegerie
and perceptions of aging, in comparison to others. The offspring and the acquainteautexide
themselves, for the most part, from conventional old age imagery of theiyegldezhts or
acquaintances and resolved the dilemma by stating that the elder acsimpigs‘'not old,” or

“not yet old,” or “not old enough to be labeled as old.” The details of the seasonpbgeléd
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all groups of participants with a solid image of old age — a cluster of, ta#sls and
acknowledgments that separated themselves and their own from the sufferingg#.old
Other researchers observed this phenomenon as well. Thompson (1993) stated:
The fundamental message which we have learnt from our informants is in oulr title (
don't feel old’: The significance of the search for meaning in latex. liténless they are
physically ill or depressed, they do not feel in their real selves, that theidaré&nd
given the common stereotypes of old age, they are absolutely right. (p. 686)
Andrews (1999) and Witkin (1999) pointed out the impossible gap we, as individuals and
as a society, negotiate when trying to reconcile the tension betweerbadieg and the ageless
spirits that reside within these bodies. In an environment that perceived old exgeitably, a
time of disease, decline, deterioration, senility and dementia, it camesagonise that elderly
people claimed not to feel old. Nygren et al (2005) measured, in a group of eldechpaaigi
of eighty five years and older, inner strength defined by traits lgikergce, sense of coherence,
purpose in life and sense of transcendence. They found a strong sense of inrbrteaengs
not influenced by age. More than that, they found that perceived physical and maitital he
status were not issues that changed participants’ performance on the¢astged. Even when
participants were battling with various diseases and fading health, thwlti¢frcumstances
did not change their inner self perception. Keith (1977) showed that negative stereotygdes of ol
age (1) were only weakly associated with self-definition as old and (2)esséhportant than
life changes in determining age identification
Pinquart (2002) investigated the effects of negative old age stereotypes onpdpley
and found that elderly participants rated their own lives in a much more posignbéavathey

rated the lives of similar elderly people. His results suggested that#dréy glarticipants could
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deny negative images attributed to their age group by attributing theveegfatieotypes to other
members of their age group but not to themselves.

Gamliel (2000, 20005) discussed the concept that comparing oneself to otherbetiengt
the self's perceived agency. Gamliel collected her data in nursing lammealthough nursing
homes were identified by their residents as “the end of the road,” people tibiiltbdsvays to
suppress their anxieties by comparing themselves to those who were irepiwsEal and
mental shape. Conversely, referencing examples of older people who were dbhejpee
suppress their anxieties raised by an uncertain future. Most of the parsiciptre present
study, whether referring to themselves or to their elderly parent oaiatapce used the not-old
self and the seasoned self constructs to strengthen their overall sahdfach their stage in
life and place in society .

The sad self.

The attribution of depression and sadness to elderly people is one of the presumptions
that arise from perceiving old age as a time of decline and deterioration. Who wolokd not
depressed when experiencing his or her own aging? Consequently, studies wetedéme
explore emotional status of elderly people (Nuland, 2007). The differences betwealttz
understating of old age and the experiences of the people living it were appanenpiesent
study. The elderly participants, their offspring and acquaintances did neiveamajor mood
deficiencies in themselves or in their parent or acquaintance. The only meftsaakhess and
depression were made by a few of the offspring and they, clearlpuggttitheir elders’ sadness
to personality characteristics and life circumstances that were natatedrto growing old but

where present through their entire lives.
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Beliefs and values.

Living in the moment and being interested in society’s issues were impiantéiné
elderly participants. These values made a practical contribution to the oiscofsthe tools
elderly participants used to block possible anxieties related to old age. louimgmoment
was practiced as a valued way of life that would ensure purposeful being but veoubdsd
anxieties related to an uncertain future. Living in the moment provided the rational
concentrating on the present and supported the concentration on everyday achivaissnilar
manner, concentrating on society’s challenges and achievements removedsHeofoc
personal aging.

Practicing religion.

A cultural convention connects elderhood and spirituality, implying that to appraach th
end of life brings one closer to God. Indeed, spirituality and religion areprtant part of
research with elderly populations. Sadler and Biggs (2006) reviewed the lgevatspirituality
and religion and their influence on successful aging. They found that conceptstoélyiri
(e.q., self-searching, developing perspective, focusing on the outer fisdeiety’s needs)
were appreciated by the elderly population; however, participation in foetrgabus activities
did not necessarily predict successful aging. In the present study, the lspa@ds of elderly
participants seemed to give precedence to a system of values closeetn paisbsophies than
to the monotheistic religions. However, for some of the women, spirituality atcigetion in
active religious lives were presented as complimentary to each other suchasreated a

meaningful source of emotional strength.
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The future.

Perhaps one of the unique qualities of old age as a developmental stage is that in old age,
no one wishes to develop anymore. If development can't take place without some sort of
change, then old people don’t wish to develop anymore because they don’t wish to change.
Participants in the present study defined change as slowing down; slowing domtmmea
time needed to accomplish every day activities and, sometimes, not being alslenpleah
them at all. When vision deteriorated, going out to buy milk became unsafe and thading
newspaper, impossible. Participants were ready to acknowledge some slowingsdwn
possible scenario for the future but they also expressed a strongly held hogrengisavould
not change too much for them and that life could go on almost in the same manner &s it did a
present. Here again, the medical and societal information about grim scenarioage wldre
not expressed in most of the participants’ narratives and did not affect theirn@atise(plans
of their offspring and acquaintances) for a life lived to its utmost possibilit

Offspring, as well as their elderly parents, hoped that the parents’ aftaitd remain
more or less unchanged as time went by. Offspring were even more relocescuss the
future aging of their parents or, at least, they were more reluctant to lsbiafamily private
discourse on the matter. If change for their elders was inevitable, offtioegl the change
would be a gradual slowing down rather than a dramatic shift in health. Slowing dastilv
change but it was a gradual and expected change and, therefore, less threatening

Another interesting finding in the present study was that most participatties three
groups did not talk about death when thinking about the future, whether it was their fuhee or
future of their elderly participant in their triad. Although the elderly pigints had strong

views about what kind of death they wanted for themselves, they did not include death scenarios
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in their future projections. Cicirelli (2002) conducted comprehensive research oadldts’
views on death, using qualitative and quantitative data. He reported a sintitapdrsy
between participants’ notions of a good death and their unwillingness to addrees/thdeath
or process of dying. Whether they held the pragmatic view that, as there hiag todo about
it, there was nothing to talk about or were driven by denial and suppression, pagitighet
present study gave the impression that the future was safe to contempatgpas (1) it did not
contain death and dying and (2) it did not entail visions of dependency and fading.
A Different Stage

Whether called the process of disengagement, gerotranscendence, elderhand, or eg
integrity, the elderly participants in the present study expressedeacfesatisfaction and well-
being in their lives. They were not particularly bothered by the futuregetijeyed their
everyday lives and had a keen interest in their families, their commuamtethe world around
them. Their narratives supported the theories, cited in earlier sections, thahpdd age as a
different developmental stage, characterized by transcendent sentimeogpgeiction, sense of
accomplishment and joy and a qualitatively different path of being. When looking at the
findings from Thomas’ (2004) view, old age was, for these elders, a life stage B&iag was
favored over Doing. Many of the actors were still engaged in the Doing agpleeir lives,
especially among the male group. However, they had found the right balance betimgeamBe
Doing modes of experiencing life; a balance that allowed them to enj®ethg aspects of
their lives while still engaging in Doing. For them, growing old was a diffeard distinct
stage of life even when they portrayed themselves as busy, active and leédusiness as
usual” kind of life. Their everyday descriptions reflected the priorityrgteentrospection,

living in the moment, leaving the adult goal- seeking culture behind and enjoyingex dee
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experience of the present time. That is not to say that the aspects of adultlipeeswhéfe
style were not important anymore. The actors talked about projects thateteeinvolved in,
activities that filled every moment in their days and a sense of health amdtlyauicontradicted
their aging bodies. They enjoyed their elderhood but did not forsake their adultheod self
perceptions, managing to hold on to both sides and not to be bothered by inner inconsistencies.
Death seemed to lose its potent influence. More than it was denied, it supportee pheanaec
of a relaxed, slowed down present. After all, there was nothing to hurry towards.
Three Voices, One Story

The use of three voices in the present study to tell a single story was a unigqaelappr
The assumption was that the voices of the offspring and the acquaintances wolfleréet dif
from the voices of the actors, primarily, in that their voices would reflect thetglomages of
old age as applied to their elderly parent or acquaintance. The offspring weremnine
position of having memories of their parent as a young person and simultaneousty beari
witness to that parent’s aging process. It was assumed that their uniqioe pesitid drive
them to compare and reflect on the effect the passing time had on their parentsaphemned,
offspring told the most diverse stories about their elders, adding the historyfarnihe
relationships to their narratives. Their stories helped to construct a deeleestanding of their
parents as unique individuals and not just their aging process. The role of offgasisgonger
than the impact of aging; the emotional color of the offspring’s narratisegetermined more
by familial dynamics than by the present state of their elderly garenthat sense, offspring’s
narratives captured much more the individual images of the elderly panti€iand not the

expected societal images of old age.
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The voice of the acquaintances was assumed to represent, at least partly, the
stereotypical voice of society regarding the miseries of old age. Thertemgas knew the
elderly participants only in their later years, as old people. They could not mthpactors’
present state to the past and were not involved in complicated relationships with them. T
perspectives were driven by the present, a present that, hypotheticallg,imake some
negative societal images of old age. However, the opposite happened. Instead of invoking
negative stereotypes acquaintances, for the most part, held favorabteesattitpinions and
interpretations regarding the lives of the elder actors in their triads; maeveled at their
elders’ great health, great old age and great lives; they were famithathe details of the
actors’ everyday lives and wished the same kind of old age for themselves.ajbhigyrof
acquaintances made no judgmental or negative observation regarding theimactat,
alertness and general state. They could not imagine their elderly acquaaganteerable and
deteriorating.

Conversely, if the elderly participants could choose, they would choose to always be see
through the eyes of their acquaintances. Purposely or accidentaiyagaachad chosen the
people who would represent him or her in the best possible way — sometimes presenting an
even more idealized image of the actors than the actors did themselves. envaybtlit
seemed that the actors were driven by the wish to convey their “no complaintmositi
defending their current life stage as being as productive, rich and hapipyhegswere still fully
in their adult roles. They did this through their optimistic portrait of their lives, ¢hation
when discussing controversial issues and their reluctance to raise pridleoréful subjects.
They also did this by referring to other participants, those whom they saw as \krnigetter

than themselves, as good candidates for the study who could also portrait a good oliegige. T
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also did this by choosing acquaintances who would give solid, positive accounts a¥diseitr
doing so, the elder participants strengthened the triad uniformity, encouragoun#istent
presentation of a good story with a happy ending. The offspring and the acquaintanaies
individual, personalized stories that were almost always free from th&\eanplications of
old age in general. They enhanced the unifying structure of the triad, letting the# voice
function, for the most part, as support beams to the main story.

Gender Differences

In order to enrich the narratives, a gender-balanced group of participaseleected for
the present study. No initial assumptions were made as to the differencesrbeten and
women, however, some differences were apparent. Although the same methodedvere us
recruit all participants regardless of gender, there were gendeeddés in marital and
economic status. The majority of male actors were slightly better amfibeucally than the
women and most of them were living with their wives, whereas the majority of wosren w
single.

If participants would have been selected only according to a “first conte, firs
interviewed” scenario, there would have been a majority of women. Women were more
interested in the research topic and seemed keener to explore their idagasiesd Ror the
most part, the women'’s narratives showed greater complexity and allosvedloubts to be
expressed. Women talked more freely about losing their physical beauty than meen Wom
described their families of origin with more details and emotional contiglexhan did the men.
As reflected in both actor and offspring narratives, women'’s relationshippgheir offspring
were also described in a richer, more multifaceted manner. Women tendedléssean their

past careers, even when those careers were impressive ones. Men, fot {eatmesre not
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only involved in their past careers but were more determined to establish alikarsgucture
for their present. Gender differences seem important for further resaatonly to establish
the findings of the present study but to understand the way these differenesgeaarenced by
the actors. In accordance with the present study it would be informed todiskenvtays
elderly women and elderly men understand their different and similar posititims aging
process.

Another gender difference had to do with the importance of one’s home. While most
women preferred to conduct the interviews in their homes, most men preferred arient&d
or a public space. Shenk, Kuwahara, and Zablotsky (2004) explored the way women’s homes
and possessions played a role in their identities once their partners died amsh ¢bitdrome.
The authors showed how, in various ways, living in the same house through most of one’s life
added a level of familiarity, comfort and wonder in old age. The authors suggested futur
research to explore the place of “home” among women who developed a careerajutsede
houses. In some ways, the eight women in the present study could fit their cridefisre
explorations. They all were of the same cohort as the female participdmesShenk, et al
study but differed in two aspects: (1) seven out of the eight had worked outside thefohome
most of their adult life, and (2) did not still live in the same houses they had shtré¢den
partners and where they had raised their children. They moved to resideatiahlo@nd chose
homes that fitted their sense of independence, singlehood and changing needs. Adtmaugh s
of the women in the present study acquired their current apartments heleoently, their
homes still reflected a genuine part of themselves, a part they felt cdméatal proud of. A
strong reflection of their attachment to their homes was their immeditgpantaneous

invitation to conduct the interviews there. It might be that sharing the house witiner pa



200

changed the dynamics; a home invitation would have needed to be arranged witmtre geart
well as with the participant. But meeting “outside of the house” also meappaimement, a
meeting to write down, a reason to get dressed and to go out. This aspect seeme to tepe
men much more than to the women.

Silver (2003) claimed that, with old age, the differences between men and women tended
to blur. In addition to changes in traditional adult roles, there was also a changéionih
gender roles; as old age became more prominent, the differences betweenl¢bdsrame less
distinct. Stauffer (2007) explored the development of older women who were able to free
themselves from traditional gender roles and move to a stage where]tiendgred wisdom
was their main driving force. It seemed that the women in the present saptgdd/hat might
be considered masculine attributes, especially for their generation: Theindependent, they
managed their own money and they were responsible for their own decisions. Miosheya
experienced a deep sense of freedom in being able to express themselves] hitmerat
society’s demands.

Limitations and Directions for Further Research

The elderly participants in the present study were upper middle class indyickimed
from various professional fields, living independently in their homes and enjoyinbefardst
part, good health. Conducted in NYC, most of the participants were Jewish. Middgle cla
economically independent and relatively healthy participants were usediyassues of aging
by other researchers. Ward-Baker (2005) referred to her ideal partscgsatibhe remarkable
oldest old,” looking for people above 85 years old who lived independently in their homes and
who were productive in various areas of their lives. Kroger (2002) set a sampéngrcin

which all her participants or their partners had held professional or manageitiahgoshen
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they belonged to the active work force. The main reason to choose middle class|yelat
settled participants, to study narratives of old age in the present study, lmak &t a comfort
old age, believing that poverty and illness would mask the experience of aafimgal The
elderly participants chosen for the present study were fluent, elabonadived the time and
leisure to speak about their lives. They were also easier to reach througgtrdtenent lanes
that were available to the present study. Similar reasons were givenrbgehechers
mentioned above, who thought to look at old age that was not inflicted by survival struggles.
Ward-baker (2005) wanted productive, involved and contributing people to learn the secret of
their success in old age. Kroger (2002) looked for participants who worked steadily
professional positions through their adult life. As old age is a relatively reano&research in
psychology, it seems that middle-class old age served the same role as enerason of
subjects who were young, white and male, (i.e., participants that were suppodedlishethe
first data base on any behavioral inquiry). Meanings of old age in the present &ueyl re
meanings attributed to old age by a group of middle class, white, people, rooted metheaf
culture and living, for the most part, in urban neighborhoods. That was true for actors@ffspri
and acquaintances alike. The next stage for the present study should be looldagiagsnof
old age among patrticipants from different ranks of society. It would be alpatiportant to
contest the idea of old age as a different developmental stage with participantggihstithbe
struggling to fulfill basic needs. Their voices could provide a more poignant andedivetise.
The process of gerotranscendence might look and feel very different from tispiegieve.

Also, the present study showed some gender differences that might have pkiedam

by other conditions. (e.g., marital status). It would be interesting to nidlep@arrative data on
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gender differences in aging, using participants that present richertiweige styles and life
circumstances.

Recent studies have urged to remove old age from public discussion altogetheg argui
that old age was a social construct that strengthened ageism tendemvieveiHhis approach
does not benefit the elderly population. In preferring agelessness theoriesyvadddeeople
the position they deserve in society, in their homes and in their own self-percepfindsew(s,
1999; Neugarten, 1996). According to Thomas (2004), the challenge for our society, mtethis ti
is to strip old age of its excessive negativism and to reposition it as a timewithf
possibilities and challenges, that require changes and adaptation; a time ffexeistdiut very
familiar and that holds profound benefits for individuals and society alike. The “baby tsdome
are approaching elderhood — changing gears, looking at options and retinn@f barhas,

2004, Baltes, Lindengerer and Staudinger, 1998). As the past few decades have shown, once the
baby boomers reached a given life stage, they brought with them an armynté axplean

endless number of talk shows. As they become elders, the baby boomer generateciaimay

the uniqueness of aging.

Some of the confusion about old age and old people arrives from attempts to integrate
findings that emerge from different research approaches. Trying to @gpidrcombine
different sets of findings without pointing out their different positions clouds th#étseand
confounds the conclusions. Three main research orientations can be establisssdirdh that
elicited life narratives of elderly people and depicted the optimism, courager hadhthrust for
life they observed in their participants, 2) research that focused on societdeatand policies
and observed the negative sides of perceived old age including ethnographies basedin nurs

homes that reported the devastating impact of the institution and 3) research ttthatooke
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different components of human behavior using a life span perspective. The thosehepr
yielded different outlooks on old age and were responsible for research data thas &egem to
blend, overlap and contradict itself. However, putting the different researgeg@rses side by
side explains some of the discrepancies, validates important findingsrafiodces the idea of
elderhood as a separate stage in life. The anxiety surrounding old age is ie@vithhlmost
universal. However, old age, from the stand point of people living in the midst of it, is a
distinctive stage in life. A stage in life that encompasses elemegtswith and achievement,
that overshadow the general negative images. It would be important to continue exlaring
the different research approaches can be used to reconcile and strengthemegach ot

From the standpoint of the present study, it would be informative to go back to the three
groups of participants and ask them how they understand the discrepancy in their atiresarr
of old age in general, their own old age and the old age of their parent or acquaintagice. Th
answers may inform us about the creative ways by which people negotiatdeirentlif
perspectives. More than that, it might be that realizing the discrepantieshbdhe personal
and the public will change participants’ views and will promote the positive atmesioner
aging and growing old.
Wrapping Up

| started this study hoping to get a better understanding of old age, as it isrecgubby
people who are in the midst of living it and as it is perceived by their familybersnand
acquaintances. One of the more important understandings that came out of thisasthdy
flat the image of an “old person” was, how strong, rooted and entangled were pextead
anxieties surrounding old age — but also, how easily these preconceptions could be put down

when dealing with a real person. More than that, the elderly participants did notfeae.
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Their own aging did not scare them. They were not living in a permanent spaieiohor were
they sitting all day in a corner engulfed by worries about the future. Evensmadtesir
offspring and acquaintances did not perceive fear and panic in their elder tndbrae
Although some anxieties could not be avoided, they existed on a moderate, realistifeac

did not paralyze these elders from just living.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer

Call for participants

If you are 80 years or older, and interested in participating in researciplates meanings in
life, please join us for a journey of revelations.
| am a doctoral student at the developmental psychology department of the grashiate C

CUNY, and for more details please call me:

Rivka Tenenbaum-Precdj | R -2201
I /05
Or e-r N < et

The study requires an interview that will last sixty minutes at youepesf location and your
preferred date and time.
Also,
| will ask you to refer to me two other people in your life for similar intevsiea son or daughter
and a person, younger than yourself, with whom you have been acquainted for no more #stn the |
five years.
Hope to hear from you soon,

Rivka Tenenbaum-Precel



Appendix B: Demographic Distribution of Participants

Table B1: Actors’ Demographic Distribution (N=16).
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Name Gendef Age®  Marital/Family status Education
Hanna F 86 Widow; children, grandchildren M.A.
Pearl F 78 Widow; children, grandchildren M.A.
Lidia F 89 Single M.A.
Marge F 78 Divorced; children, grandchildren B.A.
Mary F 79 Widow; children, M.A.
Misha F 81 Widow; children, grandchildren B.A.
David M 92 Widow; children, grandchildren, B.A.
great-grandchildren
Sherry F 87 Widow; children, grandchildren B.A.
Hersh M 80 Widow; children, grandchildren B.A.
Jonah M 84 Widow; children some college
Maria F 88 Widow; children, grandchildren, some college
great-grandchildren
Simon M 93 Widow; children, grandchildren B.A.
Abraham M 85 Widow; children, grandchildren B.A.
Jayson M 80 Widow; children, grandchildren, B.A.
great-grandchildren
Bernard M 81 Married Ph.D.
Arthur M 84 Married; children; grandchildren Ph.D.

%F = Female; M= Male
P Age at time of interview



Appendix B, continued: Demographic Distribution

Table B2: Offspring’s Demographic Distribution (N=15).

Name Gendef  Age®  Marital/Family status  Education
Hanna's son M 53 Married; children Ph.D.
Pearl’s daughter F 46 Single B.A.
Lidia’s relative F 51 Married B.A.
Marge’s daughter F 48 Married; children. B.A.
Mary’'s daughter F 51 Single B.A.
Misha’s daughter F 56 Single B.A.
David's son M 56 Married; children. Ph.D.
Sherry’s son M 62 gI\J/Irz;llrnr(ijecc:];iIc(;jr;g?]ren, BA
Hersh’s daughter F 57 Divorced B.A.
Jonah’s daughter F 59 Single B.A.
Maria’s daughter F 61 Divorced; children M.A.
Abraham'’s daughter F 55 Married; children M.A.
Jayson’s son M 44 Married; children M.A.
Bernard’s relative F 59 Married B.A.
Arthur’'s daughter F 45 Single B.A.

& F= female, M= male

b Age at time of interview
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Appendix B, continued: Demographic Distribution

Table B3: Acquaintances’ Demographic Distribution(N=14).
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Name Gendef Age®  Marital/Family status Education
Hanna’s acquaintance F 34  Married; children M.A.
Pearl’s acquaintance F 64  Single M.A.
Lidia’s acquaintance F 81  Widow; children PhD
Marge’s acquaintance M 68 Married; children M.A.
Mary’s acquaintance F 56 Married M.A.
Misha’s acquaintance F 51 Single some college
David’'s acquaintance M 86  Married; children high school
Sherry’s acquaintance F 38 Married; children some college
Hersh’s acquaintance F 36  Married; children some college
Jonah’s acquaintance M 42  Married; children M.A.
Maria’s acquaintance F 57 Marrigd; children, MA.
grandchildren
Abraham'’s acquaintance 79  Married; children B.A.
Jayson’s acquaintance M 46  Single Ph.D.
Arthur’'s acquaintance M 67  Married; children B.A.

& F = female, M = male
P Age at time of interview
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol
C1: Interview Protocol for Actors.
= How is life for you these days?
= How does a typical day look like? What are your daily, weekly, routines?
= How do you see yourself in five years from now?
Kk ke ko ko ko kk koo kb kb ko ko ko ko ok
= What do you think about old age in general?

= How do you feel about old age in general?
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Appendix C, continued: Interview Protocols

C2: Interview Protocol for Offspring and Acquaintances

In your opinion, how is life for these days?

As far as you know, what does a typical day look like for ? What are his or her

daily, weekly, routines?

= How do you see 's life in five years from now?
= How do you imagine yourself to be when you reach ‘s age?
= Do you think you could aid if necessary in his or her physical needs?

kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkhkkhkkkkkkkkkkhkkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk

= What do you think about old age in general?

= How do you feel about old age in general?
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Appendix C, continued: Interview Protocols
C3: Demographic Questionnaire
Please take a moment to fill in the demographic information we request for our Btudgt
write your name or any other identifying details. The information willsed for analysis purposes.

1) Year and place of birth:

2) Family status:

3) Education:

4) Occupation:
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Appendix D: Themes

1. First attempt— Reflection on self, on parent, on acquaintance at present
2. Conditions of aging

2.1 Health and sickness

2.2 Death and dying

2.3 The golden years

2.4 Old age in general

3. So, what do you do? Everyday activities
4. Family ties

4.1 Family of choice

4.2 Family of origin

5. Who we are — self and identity
5.1 The not old self

5.2 The seasoned self

5.3 The single self

5.4 The way | look

5.5 The not old parent

5.6 The sad self

6. Beliefs and values

6.1 Living in the moment

6.2 For the greater good

7. And what next? The future
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