PREDICTORS OF LIFE SATISFACTION AMONG OLDER ADULTS
LIVING IN THE COMMUNITY

A THESIS SUBMITTED
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF

MASTER OF SCIENCE

(c) Copyright by Fernanda Fresco 1990

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY

SAINT MARY’S UNIVERSITY

BY

FERNANDA FRESCO

HALIFAX, NOVA SCOTIA

1990



' * . Nauonas Lirary
of Canada du Canada

sioromneque natonale

Canadian Theses Service  Service des théses canadiennes

QOttawa, Canada
K1A ON4

NOTICE

The quality of this microform s heavily dependent upon the
guality of the original thesis submitted for microtilming.

very effort has been made to ensure the highest quality ot
reproduction possible.

! pages are missing, contact the university which granted
the degree.

Some pages may have indistinct print especially if the
original pages were typed with a poor typewriter ribbon or
if the university sent us an inferior photocopy.

Reproduction in tull or in pant of this microform is governed
by the Canadian Copyright Act, R.S.C. 1970, c. C-30, and
subsequent amendments.

AVIS

La qualité de cette microlorme dépend grandement de la
qualité de la thése soumise au microtilmage. Nous avons

toiout fait pour assurer une qualité supérieure de reproduc-
tion. .

.Sl man%ue des pages, veuillez communiquer avec
t

l'université qui a contéré le grade.

La qualité d'impression de cerlaines pages peut laisser &
désirer, surtout siles pages originales ont été dactylogra-
phides a l'aide d'un ruban usé ou si l'université nous a fait
parvenir une photocopie de qualité infécieure.

La reproduction, méme partielle, de cette microforme est
soumise & 1a Loi canadienne sur te droit d'auteur, SRC
1970, c. C-30, et ses amendements subséquents.

ISBN 0-315-60432-8

NL.339 (1. 8804 ¢

PR PT o . e e e aas

Canadi




PREDICTORS OF LIFE SATISFACTION AMONG OLDER ADULTS

LIVING IN THE COMMUNITY

A THESIS SUBMITTED

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS

FOR THE DEGREE OF

MASTER OF SCIENCE

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY

SAINT MARY'S UNIVERSITY

BY

FERNANDA FRESCO

HALIFAX, NOVA SCOTIA

1990

Approved:

Approved:

Approved:

Date:

Yok~

A |
J. Chadwick-Jones
Thesis Advisor

T Y—

B. Vulcano
Thesis Committee
Member

éaeg«_ﬁdy |

B. Keddy
Thesis Committee
Member

April 3, 1990

[P U S




TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS. ... .. ittt it ciieiiiiit s s i
ABSTRAC . . . i i e e e e iv
ST OF TABLES. ...ttt it et vi
TEXT
INTRODUCTION . . ... i e e e A
METHOD. . it i e e e 108
RESULTS. .. 161
DISCUSSION. . i e e e 247
REFERENCES. .. ... i e it 337
APPENDICES
A. SAMPLE SIZE REQUIREDFORSTUDY.........covivviinen .t 358
B. INTERVIEW SURVEY SCHEDULE. . ...............coiiiiinnnn 361
C. POISSONDISTRIBUTION. . ...ovviiiiinin i eie e iiaanas 376
D. MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS. ...t 378
E. MULTIPLE REGRESSIONANALYSIS. ...t 379
F. CORRELATIONOF VARIABLES. ..., 381
G. ONE-WAY ANALYSISOF VARIANCE. .. .....ccociviiiiiiiinnn et 382
H. ONE-WAY ANALYSISOFVARIANCE. . ...........covviiiiininn, 383



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| have been bestowed with the kind consideration of several talented individuals dur-
ing this entire research project. The com'pletion of this manuscript is a testament of
their efforts and accomplished through the spirit of sharing. | want to gratefully thank
Dr. John Chadwick-Jones for his astute guidance, continuous support, and kind words.
There were times when | was discouraged, but Dr. Chadwick-Jones had a very special
gift for making me believe in myself despite some trying circumstances. |would like to
acknowledge Dr. Brent Vulcano for his unending patience, expert advice, and generous
support. He was instrumental in helping me cope with graduate life and made me smile
many atime. | amindebted and grateful to Dr. Grace Pretty for her endearing support
and helpful suggestions. Her guidance was most helpful and provided me with spiritual
strength. | also wish to acknowledge the continous support and personal interest of Dr.
Barbara Keddy. She helped me to appreciate the delighful wisdom and adventure of
the elderly. Various organizations have provided me with their assistance, many too
numerous to document. However, | wish to thank the assistance of staff at the
Spencer House in Halifax and at the Senior Citizen's Information Centre in

Dartmouth.

- ii -



- il -

| am indeed grateful and indebted to all of the beautiful and very special individu-
als who voluntarily shared their experiences and remories with me. Their creativity
and inner peacefulness made me realize how priviledged | was to walk down memory
lane with them...| shall always remember the joy, unconditional love and acceptance
bestowed to me by these kind people.

How could | ever repay my loving family and endearing friends for their constant
love and support? | shall always be indebted to them for this and so much more.
The dedication of this manuscript to my parents is but a small token ot my apprecia-
tion. They have shown me the beauty and vitality of living each day to the fullest, of
making each day a masterpiece. And finally, a very special thank you to my husband
Leo, for his wonderful support and devotion throughout the project. His enduring
strength and committment continually inspired me and allowed me to accomplish my

goal. |feelblessed.



-jv-

ABSTRACT

The purpose of the study was to investigate the linear relationship of eight predictor
variables and the self-reports ratings of current and global life satisfaction among older
men and women living in a community. The predictor variables employed were: (1)
level of activity (leisure, intimate and religious); (2) social interactions (informal and
formal networks) ; (3) social roles; (4) personal major life events (work, family and
leisure); (5) socioeconomic factors (level of education, monthly income, occupation,
adequacy of income, and economic activity); (6) perceived physical health status; (7)
gender; and (8) chronological age. Two main questions were addressed in the study:
(1) In general, what relationships exist between the eight chosen variables and life sat-
isfaction, and (2) what is the relative contribution of the eight variables in reported life
satisfaction? The patticipants in the study were a convenience sample of 60 men and
60 women, residing in Halifax and Dartmouth, in three age groups: young-old (60 -
69), middle-old (70 -79), and old-old (old + years). Data was collected utilizing a
cross-sectional face-to-face semi-structured interview design and featured the use of 26
open-ended questions to aid in the interpretation of the study findings. Measures used

in the study were the: (1) Life Satisfaction Index - A (LSI-A), (2) Activity Inventory,



VR
(3) Social Lifespace Measure, and (4) Role Count Index. The data was analyzed
using descriptive, correlational, and multivariate techniques, in addition to being the-
matically analyzed. The major findings of the study demonstrate that life satistaction
is related to particular types of activities (global, intimate and leisure), informal and
formal social interactions, number of social roles, satisfying family and leisure life
events, functional and adequacy of physical health. However, religious activity, work
life events, gender, chronological age and all of the socioeconomic factors are not
found to be significantantly associated with life satisfaction. Adequacy of health was
shown to be the predominant correlate of iife satisfaction. Simultaneous muliiple
regression analysis using four variables (perceived adequacy of heaith, number of
satisfyng family events recalled, intimate and leisure activity) explained almost 30
percent of variance in self- assessment of life satisfaction among older adults. These
findings are congiuent with evigence in the literature indicating that good health and

involvement in social activities are principal contributors to fife satisfaction in later life.
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Predictors of Life Satisfaction Among Older Adults
Living in the Community

For the past 45 years the dominant focus of the social psychology of aging has
been the adjustment process and coping styles of older individuals as they confront
novel social, psychological, and physiological changes (Havighurst, 1968). Geron-
tologists and social scientists have examined a plethora of factors that could poten-
tially influence an older adult’s life satisfaction and patterns of adiustment to aging
(Mancini, Quinn, Gavagan, & Franklin, 1980).

To the extent that the life satisfaction approach seeks to explain why people with
differing lifestyles and values can all successfully adapt to aging (Palmore & Jeffers,
1971), this enquiry will examine the influence of a broad range of individual and
litestyle variables on life satisfaction. Two questions will be addressed: (1) In gen-
eral, what relationships exist between eight chosen variables and life satisfaction,
and (2) what is the relative contribution of the eight predictor variables in reported
life satisfaction among older aduits living in the community? In considering these
theoretical research questions, the predictor variables are:

(1) level of activity (leisure, intimate and religious); (2) social interaction (informal
and formal); (3) social roles; (4) personal major life events; (5) perceived physical

health status; (6) socioeconomic factors; (7) gender; and (8) chronological age.
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The main focus of this study will be to assess the ability of these eight variables to
predict life satistaction among the older aduits living in the community.
Background

According to Horley (1984), the first conceptual and empirical works on subjec-
tive well-being indicators were conducted in the 1930's. However, it was not until
the mid-1940's that a formative period of development emerged. Veroff and Kulka
(1981) concede that the establishment and recommendations of the United States
Joint Commission on Mental liiness and Health in the 1950's was the main impetus
for the proliteration of extensive studies in ths area.

Since this period, thousands of research projects have been published on the
topic of aging. Indeed, the last fifteen years have evidenced an influx of literature
that has overridden the efforts of pioneering researchers. However, we are far from
understanding the intricate nature of aging, albeit successful aying. Life satisfaction
is a complex variable and this fact does not simplify the endeavurs of describing,
defining and measuring the construct (Roadburg, 19885).

Before undertaking how various variables are related to life satisfaction, prelimi-
nary comments about the theories, definition and measurement of life satisfaction

are in order.



Theoretical Perspectives ot Subjective Well-Being

Several major theoretical perspectives have addressed the issue of successful
adjustment and life satisfaction in later life. Ryff (1982) reviews the four approaches
to successful aging that were proposed in the Kansas City Studies of Later Life
(Neugarten, Havighurst, & Tobin, 1961). The first pertained to the amount of activ-
ity in which the individual was engaged ; the second was related to the ability of the
individual to disengage from various roles and activities; the third concerned study-
ing the satisfaction with life; and the fourth was most interested in the maturity or in-
tegration of the personality. Of these various formulations, life satisfaction became
the most popular dimension of successful aging (Ryff, 1982). These will be briefly
presented and followed by two other current perspectives.

The activity approach (Havighurst & Albrecht, 1953) posits that successful aging
is maintained by activity patterns and attitudes held during the middle-age years.
When circumstances alter the general life patterns, an individual should find substi-
tute activities to avoid a truncated life space (Atchley, 1980). This theory will be
elaborated on in the section, “life satisfaction and level of activity".

Diametrically opposed, the disengagement approach (Cumming & Henry, 1961)
to successft!l aging claims that an individual gradually disengages from a myriad of

roles and positions commonly held in earlier life. This new developmental stage



thus provides an avenue for which the person is able to withdraw from various re-
sponsibilities by his or her own volition. Soclety at large and its norms are thought
to be a conducive environment for activity reduction in later life to occur (Atchley,
1980). As waell, an elaboration of this theory will be presented in the preceding
section.

The life satisfaction approach suggests that individuals age successfully if they
are content and feel satisfied about their past and present life (Atchley, 1980). Suc-
cess is determined more by subjective and experentially-derived definitions, than by
external standards of adjustment. Life satistaction, in this perspective, is defined as
the degree to which an individual is content with his or her current life situation. The
present investigation will employ this definition to the criterion variable.

Medley (1976) suggests that older adults are riore apt to adjust to several differ-
ent kinds of circumstances, provided that they have the following: (1) a sense of
accomplishment, (2) a moderate degree of independence, (3) satisfaction in inter-
personal relationships, (4) involvement in some kinds of activity that are meaningful,
and (5) a proclivity or willingness to change. The notion Is that older people who
are content with their lives are those whose activities are purposeful and provide
them with feelings of self-worth. In addition, the individual with a flexible nature is

able to adapt to different situations, and this enables one to “weather the storms of



life" more efficiently.

A more current perspective of life satisfaction attempts not only to explain the
phenomenon, but to predict subjective well-being. A causal model of life satistac-
tion in the elderly has been proposed and tested by Markides and Martin (1979).
Their model uses education, monthly income and self-reported health status as ex-
ogenous variables, activity level as an intervening variable, and life satistaction as
the predicted variable. The investigators espouse the view that, “health, income
and education are the critical forces which enable individuals to engage in high
leveis of activity which in turn, influence positively one’s level of life satisfaction,” (p.
88). Concerning both sexes, activity and self-rated health were found to be highly
predictive of life satisfaction. Markides and Martin (1979) also found that for men,
income had the largest indirect effect, although the indirect effects of health and
education were also substantial. However, this effect was not found to be as
strong for women.

There are very few causal models of subjective well-being that are proposed.
However these are slowly gaining ground with the advent of sophisticated statistical
procedures, such as multivariate analyses. The ultimate goal of behavioural sci-
ence is to predict behaviour and researchers are belng encouraged to develop

models that will be most expedient to the cause.



For the most part, social gerontologists have examined the aging process by
investigating the specification of factors that are significantly related to successful
aging (Leonard, 1981-82). Social scientists have been interested in delineating
personal adjustment and successful aging by measuring these against some ideal
standard (Roadburg, 1985).

Many investigators ( Marshall, 1980; McPherson, 1983; Roadburg, 1985; Ward,
1979 ) contend that it may be more fruitful to “... let aging individuals define what
satisfaction means for themselves, in terms of their own needs, desires , interests,
and past patterns. in effect, the standard has become: if it works it is successful,”
(Ward, 1979, p. 138). This view is posited by the interactionist theory of later life.

According to the symbolic interactionist theory of later iife, behaviour is a result
of a continuous two-way interaction between the individuai and the particular social
situation (McPherson, 1983). This approach takes into account “the objective cir-
cumstances surrounding the retired person, their perception of themselves and
circumstances, and the soclalization history of each individuali, “ (Russell, 1985, p.
5). This perspective is not a novel way of examining human behaviour. However,
the “phenomenology of aging” approach (Ward, 1979) is fast becoming one of the
more popular ways by which to examine iife satistaction. In part this is due to its

eclectic nature and its unobtrusive approach; it does so by taking into consideration




the various meanings that individuals ascribe to life situations. “But while this ap-
proach removes the biases of the investigator and lends an air of value-free science
to the measurement of successful aging, it is itself not entirely satisfying,” (Ward,
1979, p. 138). The information disclosed by individuals is very difficult to verify and
this alone compounds the investigators' efforts to systematically study well-being.

As can be evidenced, all of the perspectives that have been presented attempt
to explain for and at times, predict successful adaptation as the expected outcome.
Indeed longitudinal studies of various natures illustrate to us that there are multiple
pathways to this common outcome (Maddox & Wiley, 1976). It might well be that
there is a karnel of truth in each of the perspectives presented. But none of these,
at the present time, is comprehensive or exhaustive in explaining for life satisfaction
in older adults.

The present investigator firmly believes that perceptions and attitudes that indi-
viduals have amassed throughout their lives should be a dominant focus of aging
research. Hence, the author supports the symbolic interactionist theory of later life.
With this stance, the study will include both quantitative and qualitative aspects of
psychological well-being.

Definition of Life Saistact

Various attempts have been made to rigorously define and measure the subjec-



tive well-being of older adults. The point of interest has been to operationally define
“successful’ aging (Neugarten et al., 1961). However, the difficulty of trying to as-
sess individual well-being has resulted in a variety of concepts, definitions, and
measurements; “...most of which are related semantically but some of which are
culturally or subculturally biased,” (Adams, 1971, p. 64). Life satistaction has been
referred in the literature as “adjustment”, “morale”, “happiness”, “enjoyment”, “qual-
ity of life”, and as various kinds of well-being: “psychological’, “subjective”, and
“perceived,” (Roadburg, 1985).

Horley (1984) documents that the constructs of life satisfaction, happiness, and
morale are three indicators of subjective well-being with which contemporary psy-
chosocial gerontologists have been concerned. Thus, it remains essential to dem-
onstrate the problematic nature of utilizing a myriad of indicators for the umbrella
topic of subjective well-being.

To illustrate this dilemma in the literature, Horley (1984) raises the interesting

question:

When dealing with the concepts of life satisfaction, happiness and
morale, are we considering three different ways of defining a single
construct, or are we dealing with three distinct constructs related to a
higher order construct? (p. 125).




Many researchers maintain that each construct of subjective well-being measures a
unique and diverse aspect of well-being. The investigators contend that the charac-
teristics of “life satisfaction”, *happiness”, and “morale” are so distinct that there is
very little conceptual overlap among these constructs (Lohmann, 1880).

To illustratate this point, Stones and Kozma (1980) have primarily concerned
themselves with providing conceptual definitions of these three constructs. Life
satisfaction is defined as, “gratification of an appropriate proportion of the major
desires of life,” happiness as “an activity or state in the sphere of feelings,” and
morale as “moral condition with regards to discipline and confidence,” (p. 270). In
essence, these conceptual definitions are related but are not identical in nature.

However there are other researchers who contend that many of these constructs
are related and similar to each other, in that they share a common underlying con-
struct ( George, 1981; Horley, 1984; Lohmann, 1977; Lohmann, 1980). In 1977,
Lohmann examined the construct validity of “life satisfaction,” “morale” and “adjust-
ment”, She found that the nominal, or dictionary-type, definition of these concepts
were quite similar and hardly warranted the view that they reflected “distinct entities"
of happiness. Horlay (1984) supports this view with both semantic and empirical

analyses. Ha concludes by denouncing to confound well-being and its various
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indicators and chooses to broadly define subjective well-being as “seif-perceived
positive feeling of state,” (p. 125).

Considering the two opposing viewpoints presented, there is a need for concep-
tual clarity and consistency because of the usage variance (George, 1981). Para-
doxically, how do we go about defining a concept which is so subjective in nature?
The task is not an easy one to attend to. it might very well be that there is no solu-

tion to this dilemma. Cutler (1979) captures the root of the problem when he writes:

To assume that there is a single or unitary concept called life satisfaction or
subjective well-being, and that this concept can be simply used to index life
course changes, is to assume something which does not exist. (p. 578)

Life Satistaction: Stabl T | Trait

Differences also exist between definitions of iife satisfaction as a stable trait or
as a temporal characteristic. The traditional viewpoint has been that happiness,
morale and life satisfaction represent a relatively stable individuai irait. The premise
is that the individual, once happy, continues to be content with life. It assumes that
the past and present life of the person influences his or her propensity to be satis-
fied in the future. George (1981) and Larson, Zuzanek and Manneil (1984) present
disparate views from the more conventional standpoint.

George (1981) intimates that well-being evaluations are a daily phenomenon

and, according to Horley (1984), they “occur at a day-to-day, specific action level,”
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(p. 124). Larson etal. (1984) demonstrate the occurrence “of dramatic daily fluctua-
tions in older adults’ subjective states,” (p. 2). They contend that mood ( which they
equate with mood tone, affect and morale) is an important and central component of
the focal construct of subjective well-being. They believe that more insight can be
obtained in understanding the daily fluctuations in subjective well-being by considering
day-to-day factors that impinge on the mood level of an individual. These researchers
propose that we need to recognize that there are conceptual limits in our search for life
situational correlates of well-being and that this should be replaced by an examination
of hourly factors and daily phenomenon that act to influence morale and life satisfac-
tion that are more transitional in mood state. This position is an innovative way of
examining life satisfaction. Unfortunately, this level of well-being assessment has not
been sufficiently considered by current researchers.

It is not the intent of the author to investigate these various issues, but rather bring
them to the reader's attention. Given this review of the definitional disparities in the
field, the term “life satisfaction" will be used henceforth and will refer to George's
(1979) definition, “an assessment of one’s overall conditions of existence and of one’s
progress toward desired goals. It refers to life in general over a long-range time pe-
tiod,” (p. 210). For the purposes of this study the term will be utilized as a long-term

referrent in assessing cutrent and global satisfaction with life (Schulz, 1985).



12

Measurement of Life Satistaction

In the 1940's many investigators were confronted with the inadequacies of
studying life processes after 65 years of age. Their plight was compounded Ly the
lack of focus in the novel research area and by the conceptual inconsistencies of
“social adjustment” at that time. Nevertheless, the researchers were undaunted in
their efforts to understand the aging process and to assess people’s adjustment
(Cavan, Burgess, Havighurst, & Goldhammer, 1949).

The pioneering studies in this field (Cavan et al., 1949; Havighurst & Albrecht,
1953) were interested in looking at how an individual adjusted to specific domains
or life spaces (i.e. work, family, health). This perspective launched the development
of several life satisfaction Likert scales that used a close-ended format. These
measures represented a range of conceptualizations (Larson, 1978; Roadburg,
1985). Several investigators were of the opinion that happiness or life satisfaction
was a multidimensional construct. Examples of these measures are the Life Satis-
faction Index (Neugarten et ai., 1961) and the Philadelphia Geriatric Centre Morale
Scale (Lawton, 1975). While other researchers contended that subjective well-
being was a unidimensional construct. Some of the measures developed for this
type of conceptualization are Havighurst and Albrecht's Scale of Happiness (1953)

and the Kutner Morale Scale (Kutner, Fanshel, Togo, & Langner, 1956).



A major research issue has been whether psychological well-being represents a
single construct that can be measured by many indicators or whether it is multidi-
mensional (Lawton, 1977), The discrepancies found in the measurement of the
two concepts of psychological well-being, bring us to the second problem in the re-
search area of life satisfaction. Although subjective well-being is often conceptual-
ized by many researchers as being multidimensional, it has frequently been com-
puted as a singla measure and thus credited as if it were unidimensional (Hoyt,
Kaiser, Peters, & Babchuck, 1980). A prime example of this is shown by the single
score obtained in the Life Satisfaction index-A (LSI-A) (Neugarten et al., 1961). A
brief presentation of the development of LSI-A will follow . This index will be used
to measure the criterion variable in the study.

Neugarten et al. (1961) were interested in developing a multidimensional meas-
ure that would represent the intricacies of subjective well-being. The LSI-A was
developed for use in the Kansas City Study of Adult Life (Neugarten et al., 1961).
This was an extensive study examining the psychological and social factors in-
volved in aging. The index was designed to assess the “individual’'s own evalu-
ations as the point of reference; and one that would be relatively independent of the
level of activity or social participation,” (Neugarten et al., 1961, p. 135).

Based on factor analytical studies, Neugarten et al. (1961) examined measures

13
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of adjustment and morale in order to derive “the most distinguished components,”
(p. 136) for their life satisfaction index. After six waves of interviews, in which they
exhausted several conceptuai redefinitions, the authors presented an nperational
definition of life satisfaction with five dimensions: (1) zest versus apathy - the de-
gree of ego involvement in various activities; (2) resolution and fortitude - the extent
to which the person takes personal responsibility for their own life; (3) congruence
between desired and achieved goals - the extent to which life goals were achieved,
(4) self-concept - the person’s concept of self with regards to physical, psychologi-
cal, and social attributes; and (5) mood tone - the expression of happy feelings,and
optimistic attitudes.

Thus, a person who is at the positive end of the continuum of subjective well-

being:
1) takes pleasure from the round of activities that constitutes his
everyday life; 2) regards his life as meaningful and accepts resolutely
that which life has been; 3) feels he has succeeded in achieving his

major goals; 4) holds a positive image of self; and 5) maintains happy
and optimistic attitudes and mood . (Neugarten et al., 1961, p. 137)

Hence, it was demonstrated how life satisfaction involves both affective and cogni-
tlve components, but is computed as a single score.
Some investigators (Cutler 1981-82; Lawton, 1983) argue that single-score

measures may be too simplistic and constraining. Lawton (1983) writes:
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An injustice is done to the individual when we attempt to give a simple
score that represents psychological well-being - when in actuality, it is
composed of highly varying indicators. (p. 351)

Horley (1984) emphasizes that, as researchers, we should aspire to develop multi-
level assessments of subjective well-being. It is important to keep this in mind
throughout the presentation of the present investigation. However, Cutler (1981-
1982) maintains that it might be best to use several measures of life satisfaction,
each reflecting an individual's satisfaction with his or her range of “domains” of life.
He contends that the satisfaction that one person has with life as a whole “is not
necessarily the simple sum of specific domain satisfactions,” (p.131).

For the purposes of this study, it will be assumed that life satisfaction entails
both cognitive and affective components for several spheres of life (i.e. work, family
and leisure). Participants of the study were asked to comment on the most satisfy-
ing and least satisfying aspects of their life domains. However, respondents were
also administered the LSI-A, 1o obtain a score for their global or general level of sat-
isfaction in current life. An elaboration of both these approaches will be provided in
the methods section.

Apart from the unidimensional - multdimensional debate, there is a third problem
that is slowing down research progress. Research in well-being deals with the

exclusive use of survey self-assessments (Horley, 1984, Larson, 1978 ). Larson
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(1978) contends that the interpretation that we obtain from survey measures is
limiting because they are dependent on the “social psychological level of people’s
day-to-day verbal behaviour," (p. 109). And also, in most instances, these meas-
ures ask “how many" and “how cften" questions, rather than identifying personal
needs and understanding the meanings attached to the variables in question.
Some Discerning R ks about Life Satisfaction R I

In conclusion, it appears that there are three major problems encumbering ge-
rontological research on subjective well-being. Firstly, there is a vast amount of
inconsistency in terminology which accounts for the difficulty in conceptualizing and
measuring subjective well-being ( George, 1981; Horley, 1984, Lohmann, 1980 ).
Secondly, the traditionally-used global level of assessment is believed, by many
researchers, to be inexact and inelaborate (Horley, 1984). The third problem deals
with an overemphasis placed in the past years, on utilizing objective self-report
measure of life satisfaction, as opposed to subjective self-assessments of well-
being (Larson, 1978).

These issues pertain to research efforts of the past and present times. How-
ever, they are most pertinent to investigations executed during the period of the
mid-forties to mid-seventies. The last ten years has shown a modest paradigm shift

in the methodologies used for studies on aging. Several researchers are realizing
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that because life satisfaction is a subjective experience, its measurement should
reflect this idiosyncratic nature. There has been an upsurge in the use of open-
ended questions which enable participants to appraise their life situations, to dis-
close their sentiments and perceptions, and to provide us with glimpses of personali
meanings for various contingencies in their lives. Some researchers have termed
the move from asking close-ended questions to an open-ended format, the “phe-
nomenology of aging,” ( Marshall, 1987; McPherson, 1983; Roadburg, 1985, Ward,
1979). In this study the investigator has attempted to use both open-ended and
close-ended questions, in hopes of obtaining a more comprehensive view of aging.
Finally, another clarifying point should be addressed before this is brought to a
close. All too often the emphasis of research on successful aging has directed its
questions on the relationship between psychological well-being and a myriad of
variables. Few attempts have been made by social scientists to survey the other
end of the spectrum, namely "unhappiness,” or “dissatisfaction with life.” This, in
itself, may prove to be a fruitful endeavor. A great deal of information is inferred
about this area, by means of overestimating the importance of happiness in daily
iife. It is frequently assumed that the lack of whatever it takes to make someone
content is a precursor to a dissatisfied state. This may not necessarily be true.

Instead, it might be more feasible to ask direct questions about one's “satisfaction
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with life" and one’s “dissatisfaction with life". As alluded to earlier, the present in-
vestigator has attempted to do so with some aspects of aging, albeit in an explora-
tory manner.
Some Assumptions Underlying Life Satistaction Research

Before the author deals further with the motives for studying life satisfaction, she
will direct her comments on some commonly-held assumptions in the research
area. These suppositions all too often colour the perceptions of the investigators.
As a result these themes are overused and overgeneralized.

it is widely assumed in western society that successful adjustment in later life
(arbitrarily set at 60 years of age) is a unique and victorious feat accomplished by a
competent individual. Most commonly pronounced during this period in life are
many adversities that an individual must deal with such as: worsening health, loss
of major roles, and depleting financial resources (Herzog & Rodgers, 1981). To rise
above these possible misfortunes is to bestow a resilience to many adverse iife
experiences.

There remains an elusive idea that happiness, is an accomplishment to obtain,
let alone maintain. In essence, many of the theoretical writings and empirical stud-
ies in the literature are replete with the premise that aging has a negative effect on

personal adjustment or subjective well-being (Russel, 1985). Roadburg (1985) may
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be correct when he questions the motives of investigators and their interest in ex-
amining life satisfaction, “It leads one to believe that many social gerontologists as-
sume that satisfaction is reduced with advanced age. If they do not proceed on this
assumption, there would be no reason for the excessive amount of research on this
issue. If, on the other hand, they do make this assumption,..., they would be guilty
of holding ageist attitudes,” (p. 139).

Atchley (1980) contends that there Is a value judgement that underlies the study
and concept of successful aging. Implied is the notion that some forms of adjust-
ment are better (successful) than other kinds (unsuccessiul). it appears as though
the act of aging successfully is regarded as an achievement, so that the key ele-
ments are worth noting and securing. This notion may be illusory at best and mis-
leading at worst.

A cautionary note must be made for the term “adjustment”. A few investigators
posit that it is unsuitable in the study of aging ( MacLean, 1980; Neugarten et al.,
1961 ). Firstly, it implies that the most desirable pattern of behaviour is conformity
(Neugarten et al., 1961). For several years social scientists have attempted to
delineate personal adjustment and successful aging against some ideal standard
construed by various measures (Roadburg, 1985). Secondly, it connotes an am-

biguous positive-negative continuum (MacLean, 1880). For instance, a person may
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adjust to a certain experience without enjoyment. And finally, it suggests that a
person struggles to overcome certain difficulties or problems encountered in later
life.

Perhaps, the most ubiquitous assumption of all is that which gives credence to
the “more is better” adage to lite. An example in the gerontological literature will be
used to illustrate that this additive view of the world does not adequately explain
relationships that occur. There is strong evidence to suggest that social roles and
relationships are important to the well-being of older adults. Usually the more there
are of these, the better for the individual. However, Menaghan (1985) found, in her
study of 90 elderly women living in Chicago, that it was the type of social roles and
not the quantity that was most related to high levels of psychological well-being.
Consistent with many other findings, this study suggests to us that it is important to
look not just at the quantity, but the quality of social ties and social support. This
cannot be stressed enough in the field of gerontology. In madifying the modern

slogan, it is most imperative that “quality comes in, before quantity rules out.”
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Why Examine Life Satisfaction?

Considering all the conceptuai and methodological problems and presumptions
found in the study of psychological well-being in later life, why have investigators
been so tenacious in their research efforts? Lohmann (1980) offers three explana-
tions as to why there is a plethora of gerontological literature in this area.

One argument is that the research efforts reflect an exercise in epistemology -
“knowledge for the sake of knowledge,” (p. 29). This has extended itself in several
studies. However, upon examining the product of these wide spread endeavors,
one s still not able to fully understand what life satisfaction is or what factors are
related to it.

Lohmann (1980) posits another reason for research in this field is to obtain peaer

approval:

It is almost as if such research has meaning, not because of what it
contributes to our search for knowledge, but because of .. tacit
approval it represents of the research focus others have taken. Thus
we become involved in an act of mutual affirmation where my re-
search is important because you also engaged in research on this
topic and your reseaech is important because of my research on this
topic. (p. 29)

Lohmann (1980) claims that a third rationale for why we examine life satisfaction
is the potential impact that this type of research can have on the development of

public policy and social programs. The author asctibes to this motive for being
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involved in the research field of social gerontology. Apart from embellishing the
breadth of knowledge in this discipline, it provides a viable means by which we can
perhaps ameliorate the quaiity of iife by small gradiants at a time. This investigator
suggests that research is most helpful when “appiied” in nature, whenever the cir-
cumstances allow for this to occur. it does not suffice to intellectualize about the
influence of certain variabies on life satisfaction. These efforts may be deemed as
superficiai and futile. Instead, “the importance of life satisfaction research to the
field of social gerontology could be found in the utility of such research improving
the lives of the aged,; it is the potential utility of such research that makes a compel-
ling argument for the continuation of this research thrust,” (Lohmann, 1980, p. 30)
The crux of the issue is let us make research utile, not futile.

It seems particularly relevant at this time and age to discover under what condi-
tions of individual and social life, the older person is most likely to experience a
pleasurable passage to old age. The higher standard of living conditions, advance-
ment in medical and technical sophistication and a greater health consciousness
among our society, has both promoted and prolonged life expectancy. We have
slowly come to realize that the fountain of youth is indeed a myth, but it's being
replaced with the fountain of happiness. Our society is very much obsessed with

this particular phenomenon. Self-awareness, fulfillment and contentment are what
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many people seek to find in their lives.
The zeitgeist of the twentieth century promotes an advancement and mainte-

nance in the quality of life. Palys and Little (1980) explicate this wide-scale effort in

the following fashion:

One purpose of government is to maximize the well-being of the soci-
ety as a whole, as well as that of its constituents, through particular
social interventions (or non-interventions). (p. 67)

The environmental psychology of later life is an important area to consider. Marshal!
(1981) reports that there is a great increase in the numbers of aged persons from
the past century and that there is a great increase in the propottion of the popula-
tion over 65 years of age. The 1981 Census showed that just under 10% of Can-
ada’s 23 million people were aged 65+. Denton and Spencer (1980) have projected
that by the year 2001, approximately 12 -14% of Canadians will be aged 65+, and
by the year 2031, when the baby boom cohort has entered the later years, approxi-
mately 18% of the population will be over 65 years of age.

Overall then, and especially today, Canada can be characterized as a rapidly
aging society (Marshall, 1980; Marshall, 1987; McPherson, 1983). Some evidence
of this is that politically-oriented organizations of the elderly are becoming a power-
ful voice for the rights of older Canadian aduits. Slogans like “gray is beautiful,” and

“senior power” are becoming very popular. What this suggests is that in the future,



the government and its auxiliary service vehicles will be forced to maintain and

enhance the personal and societal well-being of its older generation.

General Overview

For several years social scientists have investigated the relationship between
role invoivement (activities) and psychological well-being among older adults. The
impetus for this type of research developed from the popular belief that the loss of
roles resulted in a iower morale ( Beck & Page, 1986; Cavan et al., 1949; Hav-
ighurst & Albrecht, 1953 ). Still, other investigators were of the opinion that gradual
and voluntary withdrawai from social responsibilities was conducive in ameliorating
the quality of life for the older individual (Cumming & Henry, 1960; Gordon, Gaitz, &
Scott, 1976).

The controversy over two major theories of aging - Activity theory (Havighurst &
Albrecht, 1953) and Disengagement theory (Cumming & Henry, 1961) - has shaped
the field of social gerontology since the 1960's (McPherson, 1983). The two dia-
metrically opposed theories have enabled many researchers to further investigate
the phenomenon involved in the relationship between lite satisfaction in later life

and social participation.
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Activity Theory

Activity theory, developed by Havighurst and Albrecht (1953) was the first theory in
North America to provide a description of personal adjustment and successful aging in
later iife (McPherson, 1983). This theory proposed that there was a positive relation-
ship between activity and life satisfaction. The central hypothesis being that the
greater the invoivement in soclal activities and role invoivement, the higher would be
life satisfaction in later life. It was argued that adequate levels of social activity were
essential for the maintenance of health and of psychological well-being in the elderly.
Havighurst and Albrecht (1953) contended that later life was most satisfying for indi-
viduals who remained socially active and who sought to replace the loss of roles and
activities by substituting them with new roles and activities (Atchley, 1976).

For several years this theory was accepted by most researchers and, in fact, “was
the basis for much of the social programming and services provided to the elderly - that
is, keep them busy by providing a range of activities and social roles, and they will age
'successfully’,” (McPherson, 1983, p. 136). Then in 1960, Cumming and Henry pro-
posed a new way of examining the aging process. “The appearance of a second the-

ory within social gerontology stimulated questions and led to research studies that
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sought to suppon or refute either theory,” (McPherson, 1983, p. 136). Consequently,
many earlier studies were initiated to explore the relationship between high levels of
activity and role involvement and life satisfaction.

Many investigators have found a positive relationship between degree of social
activity and life satisfaction (Haven, 1968; Havighurst & Albrecht, 1953; Himmelfarb &
Murrell, 1986; Graney, 1975; Larson, 1978; Markides & Martin, 1979; Palmore, 1963,
Ragheb & Griffith, 1982). Other studies (Bull & Aucoin, 1975, Hoyt et al., 1980; Lemon,
Bengston, & Peterson, 1972) have yielded conflicting results. These researchers did
not find activity levels to be good predictors of psychological well-being.

These contradictory findings were considered by many social scientists, who also
began to question the validity of the activity theory (McPherson, 1983). It was believed
that the theory may not have been complete in its description of successful aging.
Lemon et al. (1972), in their attempts to formulate and replicate activity theory, further
advanced the area of inquiry concerning the relationship between five types of social
activity (i. e. Informal activity with friends, with relatives, with neighbors; formal activity ;
and solitary activity) and life satisfaction. The central theorem in their explication of
activity theory was: “The greater the frequency of activity, the greater one’s life satis-

faction,” (Lemon et al., 1972, p. 515).
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Lemon et al. (1972) were among the first to make a distinction between different
types of activity, based on the degree of intimacy for each activity: informai (interaction
with relatives, friends and neighbors), formal (participation in voluntary associations
and church-related activities), and solitary (e.g. reading, watching television). These
researchers argued that personal interaction was more conducive to iife satisfaction as
it provided older adults with more role supports than any other kind of activity, thus
enhancing one’s role identity.

A set of axiomatic statements, based on an interactionist framework, were supplied
by Lemon et al. (1972). Not only was activity involvement supposed to be beneficial
for an individual's psychological well-being, but particular types of activity would have a
greater impact on life satisfaction than others. That is, informal social actvity was
expected to exert the greatest effect in subjective well-being, followed in the order of
formal activities and solitary activities. Surprisingly, Lemon et al. (1972) did not find
significant relationships between life satisfaction and measures of informal, formal and
solitary activity. Their data did suggest that of all three types of activity, participation in
an informal friendship group appeared to be an important correlate of life satisfaction -
but not as important as it was expected to be. It did not exert the greatest impact on

morale as initially anticipated.
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Longino and Kart (1982), in their effort to formally replicate the theorems of the
activity theory explicated by Lemon et al. (1972), also found little suppont for the theory
in relation to certain types of activity. They were responding to the need for theoretical
development in this area of social gerontology, as many studies yielded contradictory
findings. The study was comprised of 1209 older adults living in three urban public
housing settings. Their replication supported Lemon et al.'s (1972) original formulation
in two ways: (1) They found a positive relationship between informal activity and life
satisfaction and, (2) solitary activity was not shown to be directly associated with life
satisfaction. Howavaer, unlike Lemon et al., (1972), they found that formal activity was
inversely associated with life satisfaction. That is, the more formal activities that an
Individual was involved in, the less content that person was likely to be. They argued
that this finding was at variance with the fundamental assumption of, “the greater the
activity, the greater one's iife satistaction,” (Lemon et al., 1972, p. 515). “No considsra-
tion was given to the possibility that certain activity, perhaps that absence of intimacy,
contributes negatively to self-concept. Findings from this replication suggest that theirs
[Lemon et al., 1972] was a sin of omission,” (Longino & Kart, 1982, p. 718).

Longino and Kart (1982) concluded that certain parts of activity theory have predic-

tive power. That s, the more intimate the type of activity, the higher one's lie satistac-
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tion is expected to be. They suggest that the activity theory may need to be revised
and broadened by being grounded in symbolic interaction theory. They also intimate
that it would be advantageous to consider it in a life-course perspective.
Burrus-Bammei and Bammel (1985) state that activity theory is not removed of
methodological difficulties. They list several investigators in social gerontology that
make the following criticisms of activity theory: (1) inferences are made about the
process of aging from cross-sectional analysis of data; (2) the validity of several sub-
jective well-being scales is questionnable; (3) quality or type of interaction should be
given more important consideration than quantity or frequency of interaction; and (4)
there appears to be an overlap between sets of predictors, whereby previously re-
ported relationships are often reduced when control variables are included in the data
analyses. An elaboration of the first three criticisms will ensue. The fourth iimitation
will be illustrated in another part of this section. When applicable, the investigator will
comment on whether the proposed shortcomings also pertain to the present study.
Beck and Page (1986) explicate that the lack of consistent support for activity theory
may, in some part, be influenced by the widely varying samples used to test the theory.
They argue that many of the samples are more homogeneous than is acknowledged,

especlally those samples involving retitement community samples.
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Predominantly, the studies in social gerontology are cross-sectional in nature. This
type of investigation does not permit researchers to infer about the stability or change
in patterns across the life cycle. The realm of the present cross-sectional study does
not allow the investigator to provide an explanation for this important issue. That is, do
people disengage from soclal participation as believed by Cumming and Henry (1961)
(Disengagement theory), or do individuals adhere to their habits and lifestyles by main-
taining lifelong interests and pursuing them in later life, as posited by Willlams and
Wirths (1965) (Continuity theory), or do people become active to compensate for lost
roles as claimed by Havighurst and Albrecht (1953) (Activity theory)? These questions
have also been addressed by McPherson and Kozlik (1987). They conclude, “studies
to date have been unable to explain fully the existing patterns due to a reliance on
cross-sectional rather than longitudinal data, * (p. 212).

In addition, the inconsistencies found in the literature may be affected by the myriad
measures of activities used in these studies. Researchers may be studying the rela-
tionships between life satisfaction and activity, however they often use different indica-
tors to measure both these variables. This is plausible, of course, as the breadth of
knowledge is expanding every few years - however, it provides little stability over sev-

eral research endeavors. ‘it thus seems advisable that future research on the relation-
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ship betwean activity involvement and psychological well-being should be oriented
toward the construction and validation of more standardized measures of these central
concepts,” (Beck & Page, 1986, p. 15).

Most of the recent research in the field has focused on the quantity of older adults’
activities, and has placed less value on the qulaity or meaning of the Isisure and social
experience (McPherson, 1983). McPherson and Kozlik (1987) note that there is an
array of frequency or intensity intervals employed in the study of social involvement. In
some questions the individual reports whether he or she engaged in the activity or not,
while in other inquiries frequency of participation on a weekly basis is reported.

For the purpose of this study, level of activity was indexed by the Activity Inventory
(Cavan, Burgess, Havighurst, & Goldhammer, 1948). it was developed to assess
readjustment and soclal participation for use with older populations (Mangen & Peter-
son, 1984). It was one of the first multimodal measures of social participation and one
of the few measures for which longitudinal data are available (Mangen & Peterson,
1984). The Activity Inventory attempts to tap the activity level of individuals in five
domains: leisure, religious, intimate, health, and financial security. Its questions re-
volve around descriptive dimensions of self-report: namely, what types of activities are

engaged in and how often during a one-week or one-month period.
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Cavan et al. (1949) comment that in developing the Activity Inventory (1949) they
assumed that the greater the person’s degree of participation in an activity, the greater
his or her satisfaction with it. This assumption may be questioned in that participation
in a given activity may be a compensation for frustration in other activities. Cavan et ali.
(1949) admit that this may be feasible, however they do not elaborate on the ramifica-
tions of such a possibility. Contemporary Canadian researchers such as Marshall
(1987), McPherson (1983) and Roadburg (1985) argue that although higher levels of
activity are conducive in ameliorating an individual's quality of iife, activity is a holistic
or multidimensional concept and should be studied with this issue in mind. It is gener-
ally agreed, that the external nature of the activity as well as its meaning to the person
would warrant a more eclectic view of activity and how it relates to life satistaction.

To illustrate this point, Lowenthal and Haven (1968) found that a person reported to
be happier when they had a confidant. Hence they, like other investigators (Edwards &
Klemmack, 1973; Hoyt et ai., 1980), suggest that it is not random activity, per se, that is
related to life satisfaction, but more intimate and meaningful types of participation as
perceived by each individual. Lowenthal and Haven (1968) conclude their discussion
by stating that future research, unless it takes into consideration the quaiity of the

activity and intimacy of interactions, will not be able to supply a breadth of new knowl-
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edge on the relationships between these two variables.

The present investigator is aware of the shortcomings in the field of social gerontol-
ogy as it pertains to the study of social activity. For various reasons presented she has
utilized instruments measuring frequency and intensity of participation and she has
also asked participants open-ended questions about their perceptions. That is, “what
kinds of activities are regarded as satisfying and dissatisfying to you?" It is hoped that
with this kind of approach, some comments can be made about the quality and quantity
of social activity and their relation to life satisfaction.

There is another issue that must be addressed. There are some investigators (Hoyt
et al., 1980; Roadburg, 1985) who argue that there are many variables in research that
should be taken into account which are not studied. The attempt of this investigation
skims the surface of the multidimensional relationship between level of activity and life
satisfaction. It is for the reasons provided that activity theory has been criticized for
being an oversimplification of the phenomenon of aging. For instance, Hoyt et al.
(1980) have found that there Is no relationship between life satisfaction and activity.
They espouse the view that their data negate activity theory and that its postulates may
be too simplistic in providing an explanation for successful aging.

Perhaps Roadburg (1985) is correct when he states, “the activity theory is more
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useful as a prescription of how some people can adjust to advancing age than as a
theory of explanation,” (p. 47). In shon, it becomes apparent that activity is a multidi-
mensional concept, and we are just beginning to realize its intricate and versatile na-
ture.
Disengagement Theory

The second tradition in social gerontology represents an alternate perspective in
explaining for the aging process. The development of disengagement theory (Cum-
ming & Henty, 1961) was based on empirical findings, whereby the authors’ subjects
were found to disengage themselves from others and society as they grew older
(Roadburg, 1985). Cumming and Henry (1961) viewed aging as, “a functional and
voluntary process that involves the inevitable withdrawal or disengagement of the indi-
vidual from society and of society from the individual,” (McPherson, 1983, p. 137). It
appears that the disengagement theory may have been a direct response in refuting
the activity theory, however McPherson (1983) intimates that this may not be the case.
Nevertheless disengagement theory and activity theory are diamettically opposed and
are often regarded as antitheses of each other.

Disengagement theory (Cumming & Henry, 1861) views the individual as voluntarily

and gradually withdrawing from social roles and soclal interactions as a result of the
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aging process. The individual is supported by societal norms and customs to disen-
gage and is thus given the permission to release himself from the social systems of
which he is a member of. “This process of withdrawal replaces the equilibrium that had
existed betwsen the individual and society in middie life with a new balance character-
ized by greater distance,” (Burrus-Bammel & Bammel, 1985, pp. 858-859).

In general, the proponents of disengagement theory, as summarized by Crandall
(1980) are that individual and societal disengagement are: (1) a gradual process, so
that there is a decline in both the number and intensity of social roles with advancing
age; (2) inevitable, as death will ultimately be the last iife period; (3) mutually satisfying
processes, that is, society promotes the aged to become disengaged and make allow-
ances for younger people, while older adults are contented to relinquish their roles to
others and may relax in the latter stages of life; and (4) this phenomenon is the norm,
especially with regards to mandatory retirement.

Disengagement is believed to be conducive to the psychological well-being of the
individual, “because it provides release from normative constraints: the individual is
released from pressures to behave as expected, and is given more freedom to deviate
from societal expectations without negative sanctions being invoked,” (McPherson,

1983, p. 138).
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Findings show that, in general, older aduits tend to be more introverted and to be
less achievement-oriented (Riley and Foner, 1968). it is commonly believed that roles
people engage in and the frequency of social participation may decrease with advanc-
ing age. In this light, disengagement theory provides a description of some of these
trends. However, the debate over disengagement theory is centered around its rea-
sons for disengagement and the consequences that ensue (Ward, 1979).

Many studies have been conducted to either support or refute the basic assumption
of disengagement theory. There has been inconsistent support, in the literature, for
disengagement theory. Some researchers have reported a decrease in activity with
decreasing age (Gordon et al., 1976; Ostrow, 1974, Williams & Wirths, 1960), while still
others do not support this premise in their findings (Paimore, 1968; Videback & Knox,
1965).

Application of this theory has helped to explain some puzzling findings: the high
morale of individuals who are faced with difficult and constraining conditions in life, and
the acceptance of a more contemplative life by many older aduits (Back, 1976). How-
ever, it is not able to account for those persons who are extremely creative and active
in later life, or for those others who are despondent at being forced to withdraw from

various activities and social contacts (Back, 1976). Like activity theory, many criticisms




37

have been directed at disengagement theory.

One particular criticism is directed at the notion that disengagement is mutually
satisfying for both the older adult and society. There are several older individuals who
engage in many activities and are not discontented by this (Crandall, 1980). Prasad
(1964) examined retired industrial workers, did not suppcrt the notion that oider men
were content with their disengaged lifestyle. He found that those who were most active
were also the most content, whereas those individuals whose activity was reduced had
the lowest level of morale. As suggested earliet, the theory does not adequately ex-
plain these empirical findings.

A second criticism addresses the postulate that the process of disengagement is
“voluntary” in nature. That is, individuals choose to disengage themselves from roles
and activities of their own volition. Some researchers contend that if people do disen-
gage from their normal activities, this may result from a lack of opportunities for older
adults rather than a willingness to disengage oneself from preferred activities (Roman
& Taietz, 1967). For instanze, Roman and Taietz (1967) found that emeritus profes-
sors, given the opportunity to engage in their usual roles and activities in an academic
setting, preferred to do so rather than retire. In addition, Kleiber and Kelly (1980) make

an important argument when they comment that the disengaged state may be more a
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reflection of limiting factors, such as reduced income, poor health, loss of friends, and
inadequate transportation, than of the increasing age. It appears that, in some in-
stances, disengagement is forced on individuals and is not always a product of their
own volition.

These two criticisms of disengagement are succinctly summarized by Itzin (1983).

He writes:

The disengagement theory of aging is simplistic and does a dissetvice to
the elderly because it does not focus attention on the factors that really
limit or enhance social relations. The amount of social activity by clder
persons is related to health, income and the economic well-being, previ-
ous patterns of social activity, the operation of choice in retirement, loss of
friends and relatives, and the opportunities that are, or older people can
make, available for social relations and activities. (p. 103)

Thirdly, some researchers have attacked disengagement theory for the misieading
interpretations that have spawned fromit. Clark and Anderson (1867) are critical of
disengagement theory as they believe it downplays the autonomous behaviour of older
individuals. They contest that it puts the onus of responsibility on the individual for
disengaging, rather than considering the role of circumstances such as ill health and
inadequate financial resources. They argue that this theory, when interpreted errone-

ously, can facilitate misconceptions about the aged and encourage policy makers to be
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indifferent in their planning schemes for older adults. In other words, it may discourage
the development of progressive interventions that are directed in assisting older adults.
Roadburg (1985) argues that if we accept the notion that disengagement is conducive
to psychological well-being and that it is a universal phenomenon, there is no need to
provide interventions for older adults.

A fourth criticism is directed at the premise that disengagement is inevitable. In-
deed, Streib and Schneider (1972) argue that disengagement may be a reversible
phenomenon. That is, disengagement may occur at different times for various roles.
For instance, it is apparent that when an individual retires he or she disengages from
the work role. However, that same individual could take up roles in other domains in
life (i.e. being a volunteer, joining clubs). In this vein, Hochschild (1975) suggests that
disengagement is believed to be a unitary process, wt.en it should be viewed as involv-
ing several kinds of disengagement. With this in mind, it might be more feasible to
consider that disengagement may occur at several different levels and it is not an all-
or-nothing phenomenon.

McPherson (1983) suggests that there may be a combination of patterns that may
lead to more or less life satisfaction. For instance, certain social roles may be contin-

ued, discontinued, intensified, reduced, initiated for the first time and have an effect on
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life satisfaction. Hence, in order to achieve this role and activity flexibility, a combina-
tion of structural disengagement (from work, family or organizations) and continued
interaction with age peers, in age-related activities may allow the individuals to reach a
healthy medium.

Other critics of disengagement theory are skeptical of the research methods used to
test the theory (Hochschild, 1975; Sill, 1980). Like activity theory, most of the studies
conducted have been cross-sectional in nature and are limited in their explanations of
the aging process. Other individuals, such as Roadburg (1985) comment on the under-
estimation of the role of the individual personality factors in the theory. While still oth-
ers attack the theory because it does not consider the meanings that aging and disen-
gagement have for each individual (Hochschild, 1975).

Hence, it appears that the two traditions in social gerontology, in shedding light on
some issues, are not totally removed from conceptual and methodological limitations.
This point should be taken into account when reviewing the literature on life satisfaction

and level of social activity.

Life Satisfaction and Leisure Activity

The term “leisure” is an elusive one and the parameters of leisure are so ambiguous



that it is difficult to delineate the meaning of leisure, It remains a contentious issue to
study because the meanings of leisure are highly individualistic (Roadburg, 1985).
Moreover, this area of research is confounded by the ubiquitous assumption in which,
“leisure is generally regarded as respite from work, something which must be earned,
and which has little intrinsic value beyond its recreational function,” (Roadburg, 1985,
pp. 62-3). Hence, leisure in the past has been viewed as a secondary issue in aging.
The role of work has always been in the forefront.

A clarifying note about one methodological limitation in the study of leisure patterns
over the life cycle is also in order at this time. McPherson and Kozlik (1987) contend
that descriptive typologies may blur the boundaries of both active and passive forms of
leisure. They go on to argue that reading, which is often regarded as a passive activity
in the physical sense, can be viewed as an active type of leisure in the cognitive do-
main (p. 212). Hence, it must be clarified that the activities classified as passive would
encompass the first definition. In many instances they are regarded as sedentary in
nature because there is often little “physical exertion” entailed in the activity. However,
this is not the case for gardening, home maintenance, and the like.

For the purposes of this study, leisure is viewed as an activity that an individual

engages in for its intrinsic value and does so on a voluntary basis. The present author
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