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ABSTRACT

This thesis develops a grounded theory of the personal experience of being retired, for
twelve women who previously had jobs of a professional/semi-professional status.

The focus of the study is on evidence of the ways in which the self-awareness of the
participants is challenged and adapts to the changed situation of their lives.

The longitudinal study (Study 1) comprises a core group of six women, interviewed
three times over 18 months starting soon after retirement. Study 2 comprises a group of
four women interviewed once, at a time 6 to 9 years after retirement. Study 3 comprises
a group of two women, interviewed once, at a time more than 10 years after retirement.
Case studies form the empirical basis of the work, in-depth interviews being the main
technique used. Self-descriptive instruments of narrative exercises and diary accounts
support interview data. Measures of depression (Beck, 1990; 1987), and self-esteem
(Battle, 1981; 1992), are also utilised.

Data was analysed using Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978;
Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

A process model of the transition of the Self in retirement emerged from the data. This
model shows a process of fragmentation and subsequent re-integration of the Self
during the retirement transition. Data from the core group of six women initially
identify seven components of the Self: ‘Known Self’, ‘Adjusting Self’, ‘Defining Self’,
‘Discovered Self’, ‘Ageing Self’, ‘Adapting Self” and ‘Community Self’. A process of
re-examination of these components of the Self by participants facilitates a process of
reintegration of the Self. This process involves gradual reintegration of the seven
initially identified component fragments back into the Self that was known and familiar,
the Known Self. Negative aspects of ageing, and the potential threat these aspects of
ageing are to the maintenance of the Known Self, are acknowledged and incorporated
into self-definition (‘Threatened Self’ and ‘Self in Limited Time’). Data from studies 2
and 3 confirm the aspects of ‘Known Self’, ‘Threatened Self’, and ‘Self in Limited
Time’ to be aspects of the Self that are carried forward in defining the Self in later life.
The fragmentation of the sense of Self was experienced in varying degrees by
participants, and was evidenced most clearly in the women’s sense of identity and self-
definition.

Positive aspects involved in the process of adjustment of the Self to retirement included
the realisation that the Known Self has continuity, together with the potential for
freedom and new discoveries. Maintenance of the Known Self, however, was found to
be more difficult without the medium of the work role for its expression.

The proposal that the move from work to retirement involves a psychosocial transition
(Parkes, 1971; 1975; Thériault, 1994) is supported by the present study. Also supported
are findings by Antonovsky and Sagy (1990), Mann (1991), and Taylor Carter and
Cook (1995), indicating that retirement involves re-definition and can have a disruptive
influence on a woman’s sense of Self. The process model of the transition of the Self in
retirement that emerged from the data further develops the work of Antonovsky and
Sagy (1990), which identified the developmental outcome of psychological re-
integration following retirement. The present investigation develops the process of this
re-integration. Hanson and Wapner’s (1994) findings, that women experienced that their
sense of Self changed with retirement, are also further developed by the present study
whereby a more detailed analysis of the process and particulars of the changes in the
sense of Self are uncovered.



INTRODUCTION

Lev Trotsky once wrote “Old age is the most unexpected of all the things that happen to
aman.” (Diary in Exile, 8", May, 1935), a paradoxical statement considering old age
comes to all who do not die unexpectedly young. Most people, however, are not very
consciously aware of changes occurring within them, because change is often subtle,
gradual and occurs in familiar surroundings where there are familiar demands to be met
(Atchley, 1982). Adaptation to growing old seems, therefore, to occur gradually, almost
as a life long adaptation as we actually do grow old. Nevertheless, ageing is brought to
the fore at events such as particular birthdays and anniversaries. Are conversations
about age at these events a way of coping, which help us adapt to our changing selves?

Or are they just reflections of an ageist or age conscious society?

The initial research interest concerned adaptation to growing old, and the possible
relationship with depressive illness in older people. The literature on depression
appeared to be in dispute as to whether older people suffer any more depression than
anyone else. Aldwin et al (1989) argued that it should not be assumed that growing old
increases the risk of mental illness, as there was increasing variability in the extent to
which individuals experienced emotional distress. This variability of the experience of
emotional distress may be due to varying life circumstances. Varying life circumstances
later in life may lead to older people experiencing different and unique stressors, which
require a period of adaptation. This adaptation, according to Parkes (1971, 1975), and
Antonovsky (1990), may itself lead to a period of depression.

To study adaptation to ageing and a possible link to depression, therefore, it was
necessary to investigate life circumstances in later life requiring a period of adaptation.
It was decided to follow Parkes’ (1971, 1975) work on psychosocial transitions, and
Thériault’s (1994) findings, that retirement fits the criteria of a psychosocial transition.

The study therefore focuses on the later life transition of retirement.



Attempts were made to recruit a group of women who were about to retire and to follow
them through retirement and the initial transition period. This proved very difficult to

accomplish and a convenience sample of women recently retired was settled upon.

Initially interest was in a quantitative study of coping with, and adaptation to,
retirement. However, in reviewing literature on coping and adaptation it became evident
that coping and adaptation were inextricably bound up with the idiosyncrasies and
individual humanity of the person. Focusing on coping and adaptation as component
parts of the whole person would, it was thought, minimise the importance of the unique
individuality of the lives under examination, and the role of the same in adaptation to a

life transition.

It seemed that one of the central issues in adaptation to a life transition is the role of the
Self. Aspects of the Self include the concept of Self and a sense of sameness and life
perspective. During a life transition the changes which may be required in roles, tasks,
relationships, expectations, time and activities may disrupt or interrupt the continuity of
one or all of the aspects of the Self, requiring a re-evaluation or re-organisation of not
only external life but possibly internal assumptions, expectations, identity and life
perspective (Parkes, 1971, 1975; Antonovsky, 1990; Mann, 1991). It was this possible

‘interruption’ of the Self, which became of interest.

It was decided to study the Self in transition, and the continuity, or discontinuity, of the
Self over time and during change. The later life transition of retirement was chosen as
the context of a psychosocial adaptation, and a study of the Self in transition at

retirement was decided upon (Parkes, 1971, 1975; Thériault, 1994).

Main questions for the study developed from a foundation of Atchley’s (1989) work on
continuity in ageing. The question of continuity was an important one. For example the
question of whether there were parts of the Self that remain continuous throughout the
life transition of retirement, and if so what role, if any, these parts played in this
transition. Also of interest whilst considering continuity was the question of whether

there was a process of readjustment of the Self on retirement, and if there was, what



form this process took. The question of whether a sense of continuity of the Self was

important in positive adaptation was also important to consider.

The work of Thériault (1994) informed questions about the nature of any internal
reorganisation that might take place. Questions were provoked about what
‘reorganisation,’ if any, goes on within the sense of Self throughout the retirement
transition. Were there aspects of the Self that it was felt necessary to preserve following
retirement and, if so, why? Also, what is it about oneself that is being carried through

into retirement and into old age?

The work of Mann (1991) informed questions about psychological changes i.e. self-
esteem, self-concept and depression. What role did the sense of Self have in the
maintenance of a sense of stability throughout a life transition such as retirement,
despite all the obvious changes within and without which have to be negotiated? Would
measures of self-esteem and depression reflect the subjective responses of participants
about their changing or unchanging Self? Was there a loss of some part of the Self

which accompanies other potential ‘losses’ in retirement?

Also the work of Antonovsky and Sagy (1990) provoked questions around what part of
the Self, if any, individuals perceived as unchanging. Did these parts of the Self have a

specific role to play, e.g. in positive adaptation?

Plan of the Thesis

The thesis begins by giving a review of relevant theoretical work in the area of
development and ageing, life transitions, retirement and the Self, which includes work
on depression. This is followed in chapter 3 by an introduction to the ontological,
epistemological and methodological issues surrounding this work. This includes a
statement of the researcher’s theoretical orientation, an introduction to the methodology
of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990), and an
introduction to the present study including research aims and objectives. Chapter 4

examines the procedural issues surrounding the present study and includes the rationale



and design for the methods and measures used, analysis, a discussion on ethical issues
and a reflexive account. Three studies are then presented in chapters 5-8. The first
study, the main longitudinal study, is presented in two parts as both an individual
analysis (chapter 5) and a group analysis (chapter 6). Following a presentation of these
results, studies 2 and 3 (chapters 7 and 8) are presented together with results. Finally,
there is a discussion of the findings of the study. Critique of the study and implications
for further research are considered within the discussion. Conclusions from the study
are identified, and the contribution of this work to existing knowledge is presented

(chapter 9).



LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

More women than ever are entering the work force and continuing in their work
throughout their childrearing years (Erdner and Guy, 1990). A continuation of this work
into late adulthood and even old age is the rule rather than the exception, with older
women pursuing their careers for longer than older men (Herz, 1988). Retirement for
women, therefore, has become a normative life event and historical views that
retirement was not a relevant life transition for women are now being challenged (Price,
2000). The assumption that women’s retirement was an easy transition ‘back’ into the
roles of wife and mother (Belgrave, 1989) are also being challenged (Price, 2000).
However, there remains little research concerning the independent experiences of
women’s retirement. Most research is inadequate in that it uses already established male
models of retirement to compare male and female experiences (Calasanti, 1993). The
various roles women have in home and work and the potential experience of
discontinuity in work life due to family responsibilities make women’s retirement a

unique experience worthy of study separately from that of men’s experiences.

The present study, in examining the experiences of women in the transition to
-retirement and focusing on the Self, is involved in an investigation of a subject area
which is enormous. Although it has been necessary, for the sake of space, to be
selective in choice and presentation of the relevant literature, the chosen literature
reflects areas of study directly and specifically relevant to the transition of the Self in

retirement.

This chapter begins by exploring the approaches and theories of development and
ageing. This is to clarify the foundations and assumptions the present study has at its
roots and to present the rationale for these assumptions through looking at the historical
context for them. Work on life transitions is presented to give evidence for, and to
rationalise, the assumption the present study makes that retirement is indeed a life

transition. Research on retirement, and more specifically women’s retirement, provides
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a theoretical background to the present study. Literature on the Self, its ‘properties’,
namely self-concept and self-esteem, and ageing, is also presented in this chapter as the
present study focuses specifically on the Self in process of transition to the later life

experience of retirement.

Approaches and Theories of Development and Ageing

The focus of developmental psychology is on developmental change in individuals as
they grow older, and how differing patterns of behaviour, development, and changes in
capability, are shown in different people (Rybash, Roodin and Hoyer, 1995).
Development is about growth, and there are many factors affecting that growth. Our
history in particular affects who we are now. Normative history, which consists of
common, expected, widely experienced, predictable life events, and non-normative, or
idiosyncratic, life events like chance occurrences, unique experiences or unexpected
events, serves to affect our development, which continues throughout the lifespan, even
into old age. Of course, as society changes so too does the definition of ‘normative’
history. What was the ‘norm’ 20 years ago may now have changed. Particularly
pertinent to this study are changes in the age at which people retire. It is becoming more

of a social ‘norm’ to have the opportunity of early retirement (Herbertsson, 2003).

There are various approaches and theories of development, and the following are those

relevant to the topic under investigation.

Disengagement and Activity Theories

An early theory of ageing is Cummings and Henry’s (1961) theory of Disengagement.
This theory proposes that a mutual withdrawing or disengagement takes place by the
ageing individual from society. At the same time society disengages from the individual
(Rybash, Roodin and Hoyer, 1995). According to this theory, as a normal consequence
of ageing, a reduction of activity and social interaction and an increase in self-

preoccupation occurs in later life. Further research into ageing, however, has not
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supported this theory (George, 1990). Also, Havighurst’s Activity theory (1963)
developed by Neugarten, Havighurst, and Tobin (1968), argues that the life satisfaction
of the more active personality types was greater than that of the less active personality
types. There is some support for this theory (Dreyer, 1989), but neither the theory of
Disengagement (Cummings and Henry, 1961), or Activity theory (Neugarten,
Havighurst, and Tobin, 1968), appear to go far enough in acknowledging the individual
differences and continuities of the adult moving into old age. Neither do these theories
acknowledge the complexities of the integration of change into the life-span of the

individual.

The acknowledgment of individual differences and continuities of the adult, and the
integration of change into the life-span of the individual is explained and explored

further by looking at the life-span approach to adult development and Continuity theory.

The Life-Span Approach

The life-span approach is a relatively recent area of study, which suggests that, during
all the major epochs of the life span, positive developmental change is likely to occur.
(Baltes and Baltes, 1973, 1987). Change is defined as “A measurable alteration in a
particular skill, ability, or function.” (Baltes and Baltes, 1990, p.4), and development as
“a form of change that is organized and adaptive (positive) in nature.” (Baltes and

Baltes, 1990, p.4.)

“Development cannot be solely equated with steady incremental growth or
change. Instead, development is characterized by the simultaneous

appearance of gain and loss.”
(Baltes and Baltes, 1990, p.4)

The life-span approach is considered especially relevant to the study of a transition

specific to older people where positive developmental change could be overlooked.

As mentioned previously, individual differences, continuities of the adult, and the

integration of change into the life-span of the individual are considered in the life-span
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approach to development. Developmental theories of ageing also acknowledge these
factors whilst describing and explaining the empirical evidence for changes in
behaviour with age (Rybash et al., 1995). A developmental theory of ageing that also
considers differences in such changes between individuals or groups is Continuity

theory.

Continuity Theory

Atchley (1989) has developed a dynamic concept of continuity and applied it to the

issue of adaptation to normal ageing, he describes this concept as a:

“dynamic view of continuity ... a basic structure which persists over time,
but it allows for a variety of changes to occur within the context provided by

the basic structure.”
(Atchley, 1989, p.183)

This change, according to Continuity theory:

“assumes evolution, not homeostasis, and this assumption allows change to
be integrated into one’s prior history without necessarily causing upheaval
or disequilibrium.”

(Atchley, 1989, p.183)

Thus Continuity theory rejects homeostatic or equilibrium models such as Activity
theory (Havighurst, 1963; Havighurst et al., 1969; Rosow, 1963) that assume restoration
of equilibrium to be the typical response when a change occurs. Ageing produces
changes that are irreversible; there can be no going back to the prior state. However, the
preservation and maintenance of internal and external structures, when making adaptive
choices, is the objective for middle aged and older adults. The fact that continuity
(familiar strategies in familiar arenas of life) is the preferred way of achieving this is the

central premise of Continuity theory (Atchley, 1989).

Internal continuity requires memory so that identity and Self can be experienced as

continuous. It is an important part of individual mastery and competence, as day-to-day
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decision making relies on a continuity of knowledge to interpret and anticipate events.

Also internal continuity is essential to a sense of ego integrity and self-esteem.

External continuity requires an outward continuity of social behaviour and
circumstances and is an important means of coping with physical and mental changes

that may accompany ageing.

Thus, change occurs within a framework of continuity. Continuity theory is widely
accepted and respected in adult development. It has the strength of acknowledging
change and continuity from a dynamic perspective so that familiarity and stability can
reside with change. Changes in ageing, therefore, do not necessarily follow a negative
stereotypical viewpoint. The acknowledgement of positive aspects of ageing are
demonstrated in research by Maas and Kuypers (1974) who in reflection on their forty

year longitudinal study of adult life styles and personality, explain that:

“most clearly ... the majority of lives in this study run contrary to the
popular and literary myth of inescapable decline in old age.”
(Maas and Kuypers, 1974, p.215)

Continuity theory has been related to the study of retirement and will be discussed

under the subject of retirement later.

In summary, of the approaches and theories of development considered so far, it can be
seen that theories of Activity and Disengagement demonstrate a lack of sufficient
attention to individual differences and continuities of the adult experience. The issue of
continuities of the adult are addressed in the life-span approach to development and
Continuity theory. Change and continuity are viewed from a dynamic perspective,
acknowledging that familiarity and stability can reside with change. Within these
approaches, age changes in behaviour and differences in such changes between
individuals or groups are also acknowledged. Thus, continuities of the adult and
individual differences are considered within the life-span approach and Continuity
theory. Nevertheless, it is thought necessary to investigate further theoretical
perspectives on individual differences in development when considering the role of

individual differences in a study of the Self in transition. Theories, which focus on the
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particulars of development of these individual differences are, therefore, considered

next.

Psychosocial and Psychodynamic Theories

Two theories that emerge from a psychoanalytic tradition will be reviewed here. Both
theories, like those previously mentioned, acknowledge development as being a life
long and dynamic process reflecting continuity with the potential for change. However,
the focus of these theories is on emotional conflicts and unconscious mental processes,
therefore acknowledging a greater role of the individual in development. Within the
theories chosen here however, the role of the social world and environment are

nevertheless acknowledged as very important.

Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory

Erikson (1950, 1963) uses the psychoanalytic approach, placing an emphasis on the ego,
which directs action, helps in coping with the world and facilitates the integration of
competing urges within the Self. Erikson formulated a stage theory of development.
This theory describes a sequence of qualitative changes where each stage consists of the
integration and extension of the previous stage. An important aspect to Erikson’s model
is the Epigenetic Principle, which means that each stage unfolds from the previous
stage. Development therefore occurs in a series of stages, which are universal, and have
a pre-determined sequence. A central component of each stage is the growth of the ego

throughout the lifetime.

Each stage involves a developmental crisis or psychosocial turning point in the
individual’s sense of identity. The crisis is a turning point marking each stage, which
may have a positive or negative resolution. The emphasis is on the person as a
biological and social being and is based on a premise that in human nature there is a
general tendency to resolve crises as a movement towards a strong self-identity. A
strengthening of the ego occurs in resolving these crises in a positive way. This results

in development of a new ‘virtue’, an inherent strength, at each stage.
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In Erikson’s (1950) ‘Eight Ages of man’ he discusses the development of the ego
throughout life, charting the whole human life cycle. The stage of Generativity versus
Stagnation is the second stage of adulthood, Generativity being the opposing possible
outcome of development to Stagnation. The stage of Integrity versus Despair is the final

stage of life, Integrity being the opposing possible outcome of development to Despair.

In the stage of Generativity versus Stagnation, healthy adults, who are positively
resolving the crisis, have a strong ego identity, a career or other meaningful activity, and
mature relationships with others. Primary responsibility is the establishment and
guidance of the next generation. Generativity also involves creativity in ideas, work,
and relationships. Generativity versus Stagnation is about the “individual trying to make
his or her mark on the world, and to affect future events” (Logan, 1986). Parenthood
easily fits into this stage, but is not necessary. The virtue of care results from a positive
resolution, and Erikson stresses caring in this stage; caring to do something, or for
someone, and taking care not to do something destructive. Surrounding this is the
initiative of creativity and productivity. Stagnation is the opposing and negative
resolution to the crisis. Boredom, interpersonal impoverisment and a lack of
productivity are the result. An obsessive need for pseudo intimacy may result,

demonstrated by self-absorption (Erikson 1950).

It is not uncommon for individuals in the 21% century to retire at this time of creativity
and productivity, the proposed time of Erikson’s stage of Generativity vs. Stagnation.
Might this be a problem? As Rubinstein (2002) points out “It would appear that nothing
about, say, playing golf is generative” (Rubinstein, 2002, p.33). However, Rubinstein
argues that generativity might be given a larger meaning than Erikson gave it. He
proposes that along with the concerns Erikson highlights, such as parenting and
grandparenting, generativity might more globally be a concern with “what will happen
after one’s death and the dissolution of the Self” (Rubinstein, 2002, p.33). Generativity
might then, according to Rubinstein, be found in any activity, “social, political, or
cultural — that concerns itself with the settings in which one’s children and |

grandchildren will live”(Rubinstein, 2002, p.33). The playing of golf therefore, seen in
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this way, could be seen as modelling an active, enjoyable life for future generations of

older people.

Erikson’s stage of Integrity versus Despair occurs in late adulthood and lasts until death.
This stage brings a time of reflection and involves individuals looking back over their
lives and perhaps deciding that they were well ordered and meaningful This would then
result in a sense of integration. Alternatively they might feel that life had been
unproductive and meaningless, resulting in a sense of despair. In Erikson’s view,
healthy people adapted to the successes and disappointments in their life and learned not

to fear death.

“Erikson (1950) specified a number of features related to ego-integrity,
including, adapting to triumphs and disappointments, spirituality,
acceptance of the course of one’s life as necessary, tolerance or acceptance
of others, acceptance of one’s place in history, absence of death anxiety,
freedom from the feeling that time is running out, emotional integration, and -
satisfaction with life.”
(Santor and Zuroff, 1994, p.295)

A sense of ego integrity is the positive resolution of this stage. Selfish, uncaring lives
led to the experience of despair because it was too late to try new paths to integrity.
Wisdom is the virtue accompanying the notion of Integrity versus Despair, and it is
associated with meaningful old age. Erikson stresses that wisdom involves being able to
renounce things from earlier in your life. Attempting to capture what you had or did not

have as a youth meant, in this scheme, that you were not very wise (Erikson 1963).

Erikson’s work is well respected and clearly relevant in any study of ageing. The stages
described correspond with the stages of development focussed on in the current
investigation and are therefore important. However, whilst Erikson’s theory is well used
and valuable, as Santor and Zuroff (1994) point out, there are difficulties in defining the
constructs as definitions have not been formalised and there are difficulties in
operationalising the constructs. There may also be a need to re-visit the ages Erikson
proposes for the stages of ego development (Rubinstein, 2002; Sheehy, 1995), as
Erikson did write for a particular historical and cultural setting, which is potentially less

relevant today. Erikson’s qualitative changes however, like Atchley’s theory, emphasize
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development and continuity. A balanced view of Erikson’s theory is demonstrated and
commented on by Vaillant (1977). Vaillant continued the work of the Grant study
started in 1937 which chose apparently healthy men and followed them throughout a
large section of their lives to “inquire into the kinds of people who are well and do well”
(Vaillant, 1977, p.3). Vaillant’s focus was on adaptive mechanisms or strategies, but he
suggested that the adult life patterns outlined by Erikson were confirmed in the Grant
study. Vaillant commented however, that freedom and opportunity to mature were

prerequisites for the full life cycle unfolding.

Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, as mentioned, emphasizes continuity
within the individual alongside the potential for growth and change. Erikson’s theory is
also a life-span theory. In this way Erikson’s theory is consistent with the life-span
approach and Continuity theory. However, Erikson’s theory gives greater insight into
the development of individual differences and, in a study of individual’s experiences,
makes an invaluable contribution. Another theory that adds further insight into the
developing adult is that of Nemiroff and Colarusso (1985), which will now be

discussed.

A Psychodynamic Theory Of Adult Development

Nemiroff and Colarusso (1985) take on Spitz’s (1965) definition of development as
“The emergence of exchanges between the organism on one hand, and the inner and
outer environment on the other”. Individuals, child or adult, are therefore dependent on
the environment. Development during the adult years is seen as an ongoing, dynamic
process, which is concerned with the use and continuing development of the existing
psychic structure. Central aspects of adult life are altered forms of the fundamental
issues of childhood, although developmental processes in adults are influenced by the
adult past as well as the childhood. This is not unlike Erikson’s work. However,
Nemiroff and Colarusso take a particular interest in the effects of physical processes on
psychological expression after adolescence. The body and physical changes are believed
to have profound influence on development. Also, according to Nemiroff and
Colarusso, the growing awareness of death is an issue affecting the later developmental

process.
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“A central, phase-specific theme of adult development is a normative crisis
precipitated by the recognition and acceptance of the finiteness of time and
the inevitability of personal death.”

(Nemiroff and Colarusso, 1985, p.16)

This corresponds with Erikson’s concept of ego-integrity and the absence of death
anxiety, which is the identified feature of ego-integrity. The issues of body and physical
changes and a growing awareness of death are clearly relevant issues in a study of

development and change involving older people.

Theories on development and ageing are obviously diverse in their focus. Nevertheless
it is clear that there are links between the most respected, such as Erikson’s theory of
ego development and Atchley’s theory of Continuity. The‘concept that familiarity and
stability can reside with change, inherent in Continuity theory, sits well with Erikson’s
concept of a sequence of qualitative changes where each stage consists of the
integration and extension of the previous stage. Acknowledging the limitations of any
theory, it is mainly these two theories that inform the approach of the present study. In
investigating lives undergoing transition and change at a specific time of life it would
seem that Erikson (1950, 1963) and Atchley (1989) contribute necessarily relevant
thinking,

Some discussion of the literature on life transitions now follows in order to rationalise

the assumption in the present study that retirement is a life transition.

Life Transitions

Parkes (1971) introduced the concept of psycho-social transitions as a result of drawing
together stress, crisis and loss research. Psycho-social transitions are seen as turning

points for adjustment, for better or worse and are defined as:

“major changes in the life space which give rise to the need for a person to
give up one set of assumptions about the world and to develop fresh ones.”
(Parkes, 1975, p.131)
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The life space is defined as:

“those parts of the environment with which the Self interacts and in relation
to which behaviour is organized.”
(Parkes, 1971, p.103)

Parkes’ focus is on the adaptation to a major change in the life space and he argues that
individuals have strongly held assumptions about the world and the Self. He calls this
our ‘assumptive world’. Marris (2002) describes our assumptive world as “what we
believe we understand and have come to rely on as we live our lives from day to day”
(Marris, 2002, p.16). He argues that our assumptive world is something very important
to us. A life event, for example bereavement, causes a major change and renders
obsolete a large part of the assumptive world. Parkes suggests that the importance or
unimportance of the change is measured by the influences these changes in the life
space have on the assumptions made about the world. He suggests that, if changes in the
life space fulfil expectations, then they require little or no change in the assumptive
world and are therefore not as important. Other changes necessitate a major
restructuring of that world and the abandonment of one set of assumptions and the
development of a new set to enable coping with the new altered life space. These are

important changes (Parkes 1971).

In the development of this work Parkes (1975) focuses on one aspect of the reaction to
psychosocial transitions. These are the changes taking place in the old assumptive world
after an event, which makes a large part of the internal model of the world obsolete.
Parkes explains that we have working models of our environment and a major change in
that environment means that changes to the model need to take place. A life event can
mean a major change is needed in assumptions about the world and the Self and he

describes three types of change in world models:

1. They may be abandoned and cease to influence behaviour. (This is successful

only when losses are minor.)
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2. They may be modified or abandoned incompletely and therefore continue to
influence behaviour in major or minor ways. (To be successful, repeated reality

testing of the accuracy and usefulness of old models must happen,)

3. They may be retained in encapsulated form independently of the new model, as
an alternative determinant of behaviour. (This attempts to retain a rewarding

world preferable to the unrewarding world.)

Disruption and distress, even depression, is a common and sometimes necessary step in
the process of restructuring the assumptive world according to Parkes (1971, 1975).
There can be added problems in coping with this the older we get. Weiss and Bass
(2002) comment that when fundamental change occurs in later life the effectiveness of
prior ways of managing may be lost. Confusion, dislocation and even distress may be
the result. Although Marris (2002) suggests that age differences in adapting to change
are not “differences in adaptability but in the historical experiences through which we
have learned to adapt and in what we have to adapt to at each stage of life,” (Marris,
(2002, p.15), he considers the loss of our assumptive world to be deeply threatening to

us.

Clearly therefore, a life transition may involve difficult and uncomfortable adjustments
depending on its importance, possibly our age, and our past experiences of major life

changes.

Thériault (1994) sought to verify whether the work-to-retirement process met the
inherent requirements of the ‘psychosocial transitions model’ (Parkes, 1971; 1975). She
came to the conclusion that because retirement triggered a series of ‘internal
reorganisations’ within the individual’s life, and because these changes were of a
psychosocial nature, then retirement fulfilled the criteria of the psychosocial transitions
model and thus could be considered to be a major life transition. Specific changes found
by Thériault were moves toward a progressive increase of personal interests and

introspective capacities.
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Particularly relevant when looking at retirement as a psychosocial transition is Parkes’
(1971) suggestion that if changes in the life space fulfil expectations then they require
little or no change in the assumptive world. This leads to the question about how people
who have very different expectations about retirement than were realised experience the
adjustment. Also relevant, because the change for those choosing to retire is usually one

of a perceived more ‘ideal’ state, are the following comments:

“It is often the case that the transition from a deficient world to one which
is, in some respects, more ‘ideal’, involves us in changes which were not
Joreseen. Unexpected deficits in our ability to cope with the new world give
rise to awareness of fresh gaps and the situation which we have struggled to
reach is found to be full of pitfalls.”
(Parkes, 1971, p.104)

In light of the work by Parkes (1971; 1975) and Thériault (1994) this study assumes
retirement to be a psychosocial transition, which can be considered a major life
transition. This transition requires internal reorganisations, which may mean major

changes resulting in a period of distress or depression.

It is now necessary to examine the literature on retirement for an indication of issues

and factors surrounding this transition.

Research on Retirement

Definitions

Defining retirement is complex, as it is not simply a matter of being retired or not being
retired. Voluntary versus involuntary retirement, early versus on time, and partial versus
complete retirement are but a few distinctions made in defining retirement (Palmore,
George, and Fillenbaum, 1982). These variables have been considered important
determinants in the assessment of retirement, and operationalising them in all research
on retirement has been strongly recommended (Talaga and Beehr, 1989). However,

Kasl (1980) points out that even the distinction between voluntary and involuntary is
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not a good one as the latter classification would pick up mostly those in poor health or

in poorer financial circumstances. Tinsley and Bigler argue that retirement is:

“no longer uniquely defined as the point at which an individual begins to
collect a social security pension or an annuity from a company or
organisation ... retirement has now taken on more of an individual
psychological significance.”

(Tinsley and Bigler, 2002, p.379)

Tinsley and Bigler (2002) argue that the defining variable in a classification of ‘retired’,
is the subjective decision of the individual that they have achieved the ‘status of
retirement’. This is a useful definition as an individual’s personally assigned
categorisation probably does much to influence their attitude and behaviour regarding

retirement.

Despite the difficulties in definition, various aspects of retirement have been studied and
many theories have been developed from the theories of development and ageing

mentioned earlier.

From Ageing Theories To Retirement Theories

A particular area of study focuses on the issue of activity in retirement and its relation to

life satisfaction.

An early theory of ageing related to the issue of activity is the previously mentioned
theory of Disengagement (Cummings and Henry, 1961). The implications for
retirement, according to this ’theory, would be a reduction of activity and social
interaction and an increase in self-preoccupation. This, according to Cummings and
Henry, would lead to greater life satisfaction. Further research into ageing however, has
not supported this theory (George, 1990). In contrast to Disengagement theory, also
previously mentioned, is Havighurst’s Activity theory (1963) developed by Neugarten,
Havighurst, and Tobin (1968). This theory proposes that a continuation of activities

enjoyed in middle age leads to greater life satisfaction. Dreyer (1989) agrees in part,
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finding the basic premise of the continuity hypothesis to be supported in his work in
that:

“people who maintain their basic life-style with its attendant psychological
attitudes, values, gratifications from pre- to post retirement will most likely
experience high levels of life satisfaction.”

(Dreyer, 1989, p.127)

Atchley (1975, 1977, 2000) also agrees, suggesting that activities and attitudes do not
change dramatically following retirement. However Dreyer (1989) found little support
for other aspects of the activity hypothesis reporting that, “the kind or number of
activities a person engaged in after retirement showed little power to predict life

satisfaction” (Dreyer, 1989, p.126).

The idea of the relationship between levels of activity in retirement and adjustment to
retirement was premised on earlier work suggesting that a void is created in an
individual’s life at retirement. This void is due to the loss of certain satisfactions which
need to be substituted, and is the basis of ‘substitution theory’ (Friedmann and
Havighurst, 1954). The premise of Substitution theory is that, for good adjustment, an
individual must substitute other activities for those lost in the work role and these
activities must provide the same degree of satisfaction. It is questionable whether
occupation could be replaced by activities of leisure, as the two are different in kind, but
it seems the idea of some degree of continuity being necessary from work to retirement
is obviously not a recent one. The idea of continuity, although simplified initially to
levels of activity, has not been lost, and has played some part in most theories of

retirement, not least Atchley’s Continuity theory itself.

The activity or inactivity of retirees and the relationship of the same to life satisfaction
have clearly been of interest in retirement research. It appears that activity in retirement
can only be related to life satisfaction in the context of it being a continuity or
discontinuity of activity previous to retirement, and in the context of retirement plans
and expectations. What emerges in other research on retirement is that individuals differ
in their styles of retirement adjustment and activity (Walker, Kimmel, and Price, 1981).

As the title of the Walker et al. paper suggests ‘not all retirees are alike’, and life
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satisfaction and adjustment cannot only be related to levels of activity or
disengagement. To explore this, further research on adjustment to retirement needs to be

examined.

Adjustment To Retirement

The study by Walker, Kimmel, and Price (1981) previously mentioned, was a survey
study of retirees (primarily men). The study assessed retirees’ work habits and
perceived ability to be active. Four styles of adjustment were identified: “Reorganizers”
who were active and satisfied in a reorganized lifestyle; “Holding On” who were also
active, but wanting to continue a working lifestyle; “Rocking chair” where reduced
activity was planned, accomplished and satisfying, although, within this style of
adjustment poor health meant reduced satisfaction; and the “Dissatisfied” who were the
depressed and frustrated, reporting reduced life satisfaction. These tended to be lower
income individuals and those forced to retire. Here the diversity of adjustment styles in
retirement can be seen alongside the differing levels and variety of activity, which lead

to satisfaction in individuals.

The Walker et al. study cannot be compared directly to the current study for several
reasons. The Walker et al. study was a survey, of men primarily, with a focus on
perceived ability to be active, and the work habits of retirees. Walker et al’s findings
nevertheless have value in highlighting the potential for diversity in adjustment styles
when any study of adjustment to retirement is undertaken and is included for this

reason.

Research on adjustment to retirement is mainly focused on particular aspects of that
adjustment. The relation of goals to retirement adjustment is a specific interest picked
up by some psychologists such as Atchley (1976; 2000) and Robbins, Lee and Wan
(1994). Atchley proposed a theoretical approach around the development of a set of
personal goals for life, which are arranged in a hierarchy. The importance of work in the
hierarchy will affect the amount of adjustment needed. Most individuals, therefore,

must reorder their hierarchy to some degree on retirement. If job related goals rank high
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in the hierarchy then more extensive reordering is necessary. Substitution of new
activities for old ones may enable goals to be attained, or priorities and goals can be
reconsidered, thus altering the hierarchy. Poor adjustment happens when the
discrepancy between goals and achievements are not reconciled. Braithwaite and
Gibson comment: “Although Atchley uses the term goals rather than needs, wants, and
values, these psychological terms can be readily substituted.” (Braithwaite and Gibson,
1987, p.4)

It can be seen then that adjustment to retirement can be related to activity, as previously
mentioned, but may also be related to personal goals and achievements. These factors
are related to the assessment of retirement adjustment by linking them with life
satisfaction as a measure of adjustment. However, life satisfaction in retirement has

been shown to be affected by other issues too and these will now be considered.

Life Satisfaction In Retirement

Anderson and Weber (1993), in their study of the impact of pre-retirement planning on
life satisfaction, found that there were significant differences in life satisfaction for
retirees who planned for retirement and those who did not plan for retirement. They
concluded that individuals might improve their chances of achieving satisfaction in

retirement by active planning.

Perhaps this planning enables individuals to be alerted to some of the unforeseen
changes that Parkes (1971) highlights as having a potential for causing problems, even
when the life to which the individual is moving is more desirable than the one from
which they have come. The following quote summarises the sense and value of pre-

retirement planning.

“The scheduled character of these kinds of transitions means that people
are able to begin preparing themselves in a way that may preclude or
reduce the sense of loss that would otherwise result.”

(Pearlin and Mullan, in Wykle et. al., 1992, p.121)
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Pearlin and Mullan make assumptions that retirement is both scheduled and ordinarily
results in a sense of loss. Both of these assumptions are not necessarily the case, as will
be discussed. However, Pearlin and Mullan’s findings show that planning can help. It is
important to acknowledge however, that for some, retirement is suggested, or even

forced before the chance to make plans is given.

In a study of 157 blue- and white-collar workers who retired early from a manufacturing
industry, Robbins, Lee and Wan (1994) aimed to obtain enough detailed information to
allow for independent ratings of an individual’s leisure quality and life satisfaction.
Equal numbers of men and women aged between 50-65 were involved in semi-
structured interviews assessing a number of domains concentrating on participant’s use
of time and quality of leisure activities, well-being and life satisfaction, factors
contributing to and from retirement adjustment, social support and retirement planning
behaviours. Robbins, Lee and Wan proposed that adaptation, which meant maintaining
continuity, occurred through goal-directed, purposeful behaviour as goals serve to direct
behaviour toward an end goal (in this case retirement adjustment behaviour). Their
study concluded: “the combination of stable and meaningful goals is crucial to leisure

quality and life satisfaction.” (Robbins, Lee and Wan, 1994, p.23)

It is open to question whether age 65 can be classed as early retirement as Robbins et al
state, and, therefore, whether people retiring aged 50 can be assumed to have similar
goal-directed behaviour to maintain continuity as those aged 65. Nevertheless,

the focus of Atchley (1976, 2000) and Robbins, Lee and Wan (1994) on the relation of
goals to retirement adjustment as measured by life satisfaction, confirms the importance

of goals and purpose in midlife and older adult development.

It seems that life satisfaction in retirement can be linked to activity (or lack of it) where
that activity is related to substitution of activities, making plans and having
expectations. At the core of satisfaction and adjustment however, seems to be an

essence of continuity involving goals and purpose as perceived by the individual.

Life purpose in retirement and adaptation to later life was the focus of a study by

Rappaport, Fossler, Bross and Gilden (1993). In a study of future time, death anxiety
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and life purpose among older adults of a retirement community, they found that life
purpose and death anxiety were negatively correlated (as measured by the Death
Anxiety Scale and the Purpose-In-Life Test). Life purpose was found to correlate
positively with projection of future time. Death anxiety was positively correlated with
temporal density in the present, ‘temporal density’ being “the degree to which a person
fills a particular time zone with events, plans or thoughts™ (Rappaport, Fossler, Bross
and Gilden, 1993, p.373-374). However, the original hypothesis of a negative
correlation between purpose in life and temporal density in the present was not

supported.

This is interesting and indicates the complexity of relationships inifolving goals and life
purpose and the relationship to life satisfaction and adjustment. Adjustment and life
satisfaction in retirement is clearly a large area of study and there are some
complexities. Examining research on the initial impact of retirement on individuals and

their subsequent adjustment is necessary to broaden the picture further.

The Impact Of Retirement And Subsequent Adaptation

Talaga and Beehr (1989) in their research into the impact of retirement on the individual
concluded that, contrary to popular conceptions, retirement was not stressful i.e. does
not have generally negative effects on mental or physical health. Dreyer describes
retirement as “not so much a ‘normative life crisis’ ... but a new developmental phase
or transition that individuals control to a large degree” (Dreyer, 1989, p.119). Also,
McGoldrick (1994) reported that work on retirement regarding adaptation and
experiences was more optimistic in its propositions and results than the negative
viewpoints dominating earlier studies. Mattila and Joukamaa found that in adjustment to
retirement “a confident attitude toward the future was one of the most important

indicators of a good subsequent adjustment” (Mattila and Joukamaa, 1990, p.155).

Retirement, therefore, may not be the stressful life event it was once thought to be
(Talaga and Beehr, 1989), and research is generally optimistic surrounding the

retirement experience (McGoldrick, 1994). This however does not mean that the
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transition to retirement is an easy one for all people. The lack of individual research on
the process of the transition to retirement for individuals (Price, 2000) must lead to
caution about statements about the ease with which individuals accomplish this

transition.

As previously discussed, the importance of the change to retirement for an individual
may be determined by the influences these changes in the life space have on the
assumptions made about the world (Parkes, 1971). Changes requiring major
restructuring of the life space will inevitably disrupt individuals® assumptions,
particularly if expectations are not fulfilled (Parkes, 1971), potentially leading to

uncomfortable and difficult emotions.

Clearly there are complexities which, at face value, may look like contradictions. In
order to understand more about adjustment to retirement from the initial impact
onwards it becomes necessary to examine the ‘process’ of that adjustment. This is an

important issue in the literature and is very pertinent to the present study.

Retirement As A Process

Atchley (1975, 1976) suggested that within the process of adjustment to retirement a
series of adjustments occur. A ‘Honeymoon’ period, where people do all the things
they’ve been dreaming of doing on retirement, is followed by a period of ‘rest and
relaxation’. It is within this stage that there may be a time of depression, especially
when expectations of retirement are not fulfilled or illness occurs. This is thought to
happen to only a small number of people however. Following rest and relaxation comes
a time of reorientation, the ‘Reorientation period’. This is where new avenues of
involvement are explored, and the ‘Final period’ is the development of this new routine.
Support for this theory comes from Theriault (1994) and Bosse, Aldwin, Levenson and
Workman-Daniels (1991). However, to claim this process is equally applicable to men
and women alike assumes the experiences of men and women in retirement are similar.

This may be a false assumption and will be discussed further in ‘women’s retirement’.
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Tinsley and Bigler (2002) also view adjustment to retirement as a process. They claim
retirement is a ‘developmental process’ involving “self-assessment, goal-identification
and prioritisation, learning to apply existing skills to new roles and situations, and
developing new skills as needed” (Tinsley and Bigler, 2002, p.379). This is the time,
say Tinsley and Bigler, when redefinition and renegotiation of roles and activities take

place, although they do not say what causes them to hold this view.

Viewing retirement as a process sits closely with the view of retirement as a transition.
Developmental transitions are defined by Maughan and Champion as “times of greater
than usual change” (Maughan and Champion, in Baltes and Baltes, 1990, p.296). As
previously mentioned, Parkes (1975) expands the concept of transitions in specific cases
to psycho-social transitions, where the transition means that major changes in the life
space are required needing a person to “give up one set of assumptions about the world
and to develop fresh ones™ (Parkes, 1975, p.131). The work-to-retirement process was
verified as a psychosocial transition by Thériault (1994), as discussed earlier. The
process of adjustment to retirement therefore is a transitional process, involving greater
than usual change which requires internal reorganisation. Research viewing retirement

as a transition will now be examined further.

Retirement As A Transition

Taylor, Carter and Cook (1995) use a role theory perspective and propose retirement as
a “transition that involves role expansion, redefinition, and change” (Taylor, Carter and
Cook, 1995, p.68). Taylor et al. conclude that psychological characteristics of the
individual such as an internal locus of control and a positive sense of retirement self-

efficacy may help in a positive retirement transition.

Antonovsky and Sagy (1990) also view retirement as a transition. In an adaptation of
Erikson’s (1956/1980, 1982) work they identify four developmental tasks confronting
people going through the retirement transition. These consist of ‘Active involvement’,
‘Re-evaluation of life satisfaction’, ‘Re-evaluation of a world-view’, and a ‘Sense of

health maintenance’. Antonovsky and Sagy propose that successful coping with these
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conflicts plays a large part in determining location toward one or the other pole of a

reintegration-disintegration continuum of adaptation.

“Reintegration-disintegration refers to the putting together again, or the
falling apart of, in adaptation to a set of considerably changed
circumstances, the social, the emotional, the psychological, the intellectual,
and the biological wholeness of the person.”

(Antonovsky and Sagy, 1990, p.366)

This ‘reintegration-disintegration’ is the label given to the developmental outcome of
the retirement transition. Within the task of Re-evaluation of a world-view, Antonovsky
and Sagy write of Erikson’s challenge of integrity vs. despair and the sense of
coherence and wholeness within the Self, which was at risk during this challenge.
Antonovsky and Sagy suggest that this sense of coherence is challenged by the
retirement transition, a transition occurring before Erikson’s stage of integrity vs.
despair. They criticize Erikson, suggesting he neglects a crucial phase of life.
Antonovsky and Sagy take up the challenge to redress the balance arguing that this
crucial phase of life produces some degree of psychological conflict and therefore
should not be neglected. The particular developmental task of ‘Re-evaluation of a
world-view’ in Antonovsky and Sagy’s work can easily be related to Parkes’ (1971,
1975) work on life transitions, where he describes the necessary task of giving up one

set of assumptions about the world for a new set of assumptions.

The work by Antonovsky and Sagy (1990) demonstrates the multiplicity of issues
within the process of transition to retirement and the potential for difficulties in one or
other of these areas. Others have also suggested that the change required in retirement
may induce psychological difficulty, even depression (Mann 1991). Mann (1991)
suggests that psychological change is an important part of retirement, this is because all
changes involve loss, even changes for the better: “Loss induces depression and an
accompanying drop in self-esteem” (Mann 1991, p.43). Initially, this is not evident in
the transition to retirement, but two or so years later Mann expects to see psychological
conflict within individuals and a degree of depression.

Both Antonovsky and Sagy (1990) and Mann (1991) seem to see retirement as

provoking some sort of crisis within the individual.
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Retirement clearly requires psychosocial adjustment, and examining the process of
retirement as a transition appears to suggest some degree of conflict or crisis. These
studies, together with the previously mentioned work by Thériault (1994), show that the
transition to retirement may not be straightforward and uncomplicated and there may be
psychological conflict. It is acknowledged however, that resolution and potentially very

positive outcomes are possible (Talaga and Beehr 1989; McGoldrick 1994).

This review of literature on retirement has so far highlighted the many and varied
aspects of the retirement adjustment process researched. All work culminates in the idea
that retirement is a life change requiring a complex interplay of various inner and outer
adjustments and that this happens over time, a time of transition. The nature of the
process of this transition is complex and may involve psychological conflict. Many of
the previously mentioned studies have either not used women as participants at all, or
have studied men and women together. This leaves open questions regarding any
differences there may be in the experience of retirement for men and women, and
whether the present study can be compared or contrasted with studies using all male or
male and female participants. Women’s experiences of the transition to retirement are
the focus of the present study and it is therefore necessary to look at work on retirement

specific to women.

Women’s Experiences of Retirement

Retirement has become a normative life event for women as the numbers of women in
the workforce have increased. Prior to the mid 1970s research examining women’s
retirement was non-existent (Slevin and Wingrove, 1995; Szinovacz, 1982, in Price,
2000). Despite a dearth of studies on women’s retirement experiences there is
recognition that women’s experiences might differ from those of men. McGoldrick
(1994) notes that, although some research has been attempted there are “still many
questions requiring investigation” (McGoldrick, 1994, p.155), in partiéular questions
around issues of gender differences in adaptation to retirement and the reasons women

retire.
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Research on women’s retirement remains on the increase and findings indicate that
women’s retirement experiences do in fact differ from those of men. Studies indicating
gender differences in the retirement transition, which use both male and female
participants, have been the foundation for studies focusing specifically on women. The
findings of some of these studies have led to the need for more in-depth research on

women’s retirement experiences, as will be discussed later.

The following is some of the work already established.

Gender Differences In Retirement

A study of twenty four individuals, 14 men and 10 women, (Wapner and Hornstein,
1980, in Hanson and Wapner, 1994; Hornstein and Wapner, 1984, 1985) drawn from a
range of occupational groups and intensively interviewed one month prior to, and six to
eight months following, retirement, uncovered four modes of experiencing the transition
to retirement:

1. Transition to old age (a time to wind down)

2. New Beginning (beginning a new phase of life)

3. Continuation (continuing valued activities in a less pressured and more

satisfying manner and
4. Imposed Disruption (loss of a part of themselves as a result of undesired, forced

retirement).

The question has to be asked as to whether the timescale used in Hornstein and
Wapner’s original study was long enough to observe a transition to retirement to have
taken place. The present study advances the end of study timescale to coincide with
participants having retired for a minimum of eighteen months in order to take account
of the potential for the transition to take longer than the eight months Hornstein and
Wapner used. Many researchers consider retirement to be a lengthy process of
adjustment (Ekert, Bosse, and Levkoff (1985).
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Hanson and Wapner (1994) subsequently advanced the work by Hornstein and Wapner
(1980), replicating the retirement categories found in the previous studies and focusing
on gender differences. Interestingly, they advanced the timescale, ensuring participants

had been retired for up to eighteen months.

Amongst nine gender differences in this subsequent study, Hanson and Wapner (1994)
found that more women than men (where the retirement categories were pooled)
indicated that they experienced their sense of Self changed with retirement, and more
women than men in category 2,‘New Beginning’, indicated that they gained a sense of
Self with retirement. These and the other findings in the study led Hanson and Wapner
to conclude that, in general, women appeared to be more “positively influenced by

retirement then men” (Hanson and Wapner, 1994, p.203). They also concluded that:

“The overwhelming numbers of women who experience the transition to
retirement as a ‘continuation’ may be explained by research that suggests
formal roles have relatively less importance for women than for men.”

(Hanson and Wapner, 1994, p.203)

Here the importance of the informal domestic role for women has to be considered, as it
is a role which potentially gives continuity. However, Price (2000), investigating the
retirement experiences of professional women, found that women’s work roles are an
important aspect of their identities. This may be a difference attributed to professional
women only but it is important to note and will be discussed further. Contrary to
Hanson and Wapner’s (1994) findings, Seccombe and Lee (1986) found that women
were less happy in retirement than men. In predictors of satisfaction, that is, health,
marital status and income, the results were the same for both genders, yet the women
reported being less happy. Szinovacz and Washo (1992) studied gender differences in
exposure to life events surrounding the retirement transition. This was a questionnaire
study of 452 women and 378 men who had retired within the past five years
(participants being relatively equally distributed by retirement age). Findings showed
that women experience significantly more events than men before retirement, and even
after retirement women’s life event experiences still exceed those of men. Experience of

two or more life events after retirement was found to have a negative influence on
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retirement adaptation and this has a more detrimental effect on women’s retirement

adaptation than on men’s:

“Men’s and women’s retirement experiences, although similar in some
respects, differ in important ways. ... women are more vulnerable than men
to accumulation of life events surrounding the retirement transition, and
such life event accumulation negatively impinges on women’s but not on

men’s retirement adaptation.”
(Szinovacz and Washo, 1992, p.195)

Clearly the particulars of women’s retirement and events surrounding their retirement
do have an effect on adaptation. The results of large scale questionnaire studies such as
the one by Szinovacz and Washo, which identify potential areas of gender difference in
the retirement transition, help to inform more in-depth studies on the intricacies of these
particulars. The present study aims to address this by looking in-depth at women’s

experiences.

Matthews and Brown (1988) also found that men and women experience retirement in
different ways. They compared the experiences of men and women, focusing on
retirement as a “crisis” event. ‘Crisis’ referred to “a major transition requiring ongoing
life adjustment, whether positive or negative in character” (Matthews and Brown, 1988,
p.549). All participants in this study were retired for a minimum of one year but under
five years. This was a study of 176 men and 124 women, and used questionnaires and
measures of life-events and a crisis assessment technique. Matthews and Brown’s data
confirmed that there are “important and notable differences in the way in which men
and women experience retirement as a specific event and in terms of overall life
satisfaction” (Matthews and Brown, 1988, p.563). Matthews and Brown’s results
concluded that retirement was a less critical life event than much previous research had
suggested, although individual variation in the experience of retirement was extensive.
According to Matthews and Brown’s study, the factors that most strongly affect the
experience of retirement for women are health and attitude towards retirement. Attitude
towards retirement, it can be argued, is more complex than a label of ‘positive’ or

‘negative’ might suggest. Further examination of the intricacies is clearly required.
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It is clear that in a variety of ways the retirement experiences for women and men are
different. However, gender comparison research tends to be quantitative, focusing on
measurements of attitudes and satisfaction with retirement, and based on male models
and theories of retirement as standards of comparison (Calasanti, 1993, 1996). This is
problematic when the experiences of each are obviously showing differences. Knowing
the subtleties of those differences when the basis of the research is from a theoretical
standpoint directly formulated from a male perspective raises questions of validity.
Another problem is that much research also appears to be focused on the question of
whether women or men find retirement more or less difficult. In commenting on this

Connidis (1982) made the point that:

“a more fruitful approach to the entire question rests in considering male-
Sfemale differences in the process of adjustment to retirement instead of
attempting to determine who is better at it.”

(Connidis, 1982, p.19)

More studies are therefore needed to examine in-depth, the process and the meaning of
retirement for women and for men. The present study attempts to look specifically at

how women experience retirement and the process of their transition.

Though more are needed, there are some studies researching women’s experience of

retirement specifically. This work will be examined now.

Research On Retirement Specific To Women

Skirboll and Silverman (1992) used a case study approach to examine the process and
meaning of retirement for women who were either anticipating retirement or had
recently retired. They found that women’s retirement was much more complex than

previously reported.

Twenty two women were interviewed once, the youngest was 57, the oldest 78. Focused

interviews based on a systematic set of guidelines were used. Women were interviewed
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at various phases of the work/retirement cycle, with some women still working at the

time of the interview.

Skirboll and Silverman identified three patterns of retirement styles: ‘anticipators’,
‘resistors who have retired’, and ‘resistors who are of retirement age, but still working’.
They grouped participants into two patterns of post-retirement reactions:
‘happy/adapted’, those who felt relief at being retired and engaged in a wide range of
activities, and ‘Loss of Status and Added Burdens’, those who, even though relieved of

the pressure of work, often felt an immediate loss of status.

Findings from this study concluded that there was complexity in the decision-making
process of retirement in that spousal or family pressure had a significant impact on
women’s decision to retire. Also, some women find the adjustment to retirement
difficult because they no longer have the prestige they once had. Sufficient stimulation

and self-esteem was found difficult to replace.

Skirboll and Silverman’s study is very useful in identifying issues for women
undergoing the retirement transition. However, they claim to be studying the ‘process’
of retirement whilst interviewing each participant only once. Retirement patterns are
identified and assumed to be fixed, not allowing the potential for women to move from
one pattern into another, for example from ‘resistor’ to ‘happy/adapted’. To examine the
process of the retirement transition within an individual, a longitudinal design following
the same participant through an appropriate timescale of transition is preferable. The
present study addresses this issue by interviewing the same participants three times over

a period of eighteen months.

An interesting finding from Skirboll and Silverman’s (1992) study was that, once
retired, women feel the demand to care for ill members of the family. This is often a
negative consequence of retirement but continues a caregiving role these women had
when working. Similar findings were identified by Szinovacz (1987, 1989) and Brody
et al (1987) in that care needs of relatives were important considerations in decisions

about whether to retire and/or how much to work.
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Calasanti (1993) found a contradiction in the lives of working class women in that:

“there emerged an important reality in these women’s lives that I finally

recognized: they do not retire....Regardless of whether or not the women re-

enter the labor market, their labor (sic) continues — in the home.”
(Calasanti, 1993, pp.143-144)

An interesting finding by Belgrave (1988) showed that some women, when retired,
referred to themselves as housewives. These same women had been employed full-time
since their teens and had not left work until their sixties. Could this be a reluctance to
identify with the ‘retired’ label, or an acceptance of a non-retired status in the housewife

role, or even adoption of a new role title?

“Whether an older women is retired or not generally has been decided by
the researcher, rarely has she defined her own role ... yet it may be that
how women define themselves has an important relation to their adjustment
in late life. ... Retirement, for example, has been described as a ‘roleless
role’ (see Hatch 1987)”

(Adelmann, Antonucci and Jackson, 1993, p.68)

In their study of how older women define their roles Adelmann et al (1993) found that a
substantial proportion of women chose to define themselves as both homemaker and

retired. Those who called themselves retired only were less likely to be married, and

“whether a woman had a retired husband was related to how she defined
her role in late life. Women who called themselves retired were liable to
have a retired husband. ... Homemakers only were least likely to have a
retired husband. Thus, for women, at least part of how they define their
later years is in relation to their husband’s role rather than their own.”
(Adelmann, Antonucci and Jackson, 1993, p.77.)

Clearly there is some complexity, even confusion, surrounding the issue of continuity
and definition of roles following retirement. The issue of roles also relates to questions
of identity. Defining who we are as people often incorporates the roles we perform. This
was studied by Price (1998, 2000).

Price (1998) interviewed 14 professional women ranging in age from 64 to 82 and

retired between 7 and 15 years. Each participant was interviewed twice. The first
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“Mead’s endeavour is to show that mind and the Self are without residue
social emergents (sic); and that language, in the form of the vocal gesture,
provides the mechanism for their emergence.”

(Morris, 1962, in Mead, 1962, p. xiv)

The Self, according to Mead therefore, arises out of the process of social experience.
That experience involves the internalizing of the attitudes of other people in a highly
organized way, such that those attitudes are related to each other, as a social attitude and
interaction, and to the individual’s own “conversation of the ‘I’ and the ‘Me” (Mead,
1934, p.179). This means that the Self is a process, one that is fluid or ‘being modified’.
Mead calls this process of social experience and activity, and the response of the
individual to it, the “conversation of gestures” (Mead, 1934, p.178). The process of

internalizing this conversation of gestures constitutes the Self.

Mead’s work is very well respected and accepted. There are however aspects of his
theory where the exact meaning is not very clear, for example the ‘I’ and the ‘Me’
(Ashworth, 1979). Nevertheless, Mead’s work has formed the precursor to many
subsequent theories of the Self, not least social constructionist accounts, which will be
examined next. Mead (1934) placed great emphasis on language, considering the role of
action and consequences and the process of constructing reality through language in a
way that allowed the concept of an individual to develop through his or her reflection on
symbolic forms of interaction. Thus, Mead had a wider perspective on the construction
of meaning between and within individuals than the social constructionist perspective,

which, as will be discussed, allows little room for the concept of the individual.

Like Mead, the social constructionist perspective on the Self views the Self as arising
out of the process of social experience. The social constructionist view however is less
coherent than the symbolic interactionist perspective of Mead, and points to a

fragmented Self continually re-constituted.
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The Social Constructionist perspective of the Self

For social constructionists, ‘the person’, ‘consciousness’, ‘mind,” and ‘Self” are social.
The ‘person’ and their ‘social context’ are therefore not easily separated. Our physical
bodies, according to the social constructionist, mislead us into taking a ‘separatist’ view
of our psychologies (Stevens, 1996). The sense of a private and self-contained space
within us, within our minds, is a combination of the experiences, dialogues and
associations from the social world that we have incorporated into ourselves. This ‘social
experience’ incorporated into the person, is described by Wetherell and Maybin as, “a
line momentarily and arbitrarily drawn around pieces of the public world” (in Stevens,
(ed) 1996, p. 222). The ‘Self’ is therefore forever changing, ‘emergent’, in the sense that
the Self is never complete but continually constituted. Gergen describes the Selfas ‘a
continuously changing and fluid history of relationships’ (Gergen, 1991; 1994). Also
Bruner (1990) argues that the Self has to be seen as distributed. He describes the Self as
continually spreading, changing, grouping and re-grouping, and this all occurring within

a social and relational experience.

The social constructionist perspective therefore dismisses any notion of thought or sense
being produced ‘from within’, in the sense that ‘within’ means an aspect of the person
uniquely separated from their social experience, i.e. ‘individual’. Thought, according to
the social constructionist, is always a social product, the Self a product of combined
social experiences, not worthy of a capital ‘S’! As these experiences change and differ,

so the Self is re-constituted.

Questions as to what extent people are independent and autonomous are raised by
anthropological evidence for the social construction of the Self (Kondo, 1990). Kondo’s
work demonstrates the intertwining of the Self and the social context. The ‘emergent
Self’ is evident, whereby the Self is incomplete in its formation, and is continually
constituted. Also the multiplicity of selves, sometimes contradictory, are demonstrated
by Kondo (1990), and argued as an inevitable fact of life in highly differentiated
societies where the person is embroiled in different social contexts and thus different

identity possibilities.
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constructionist links power to language and representation (discourse), (Gough and
McFadden, 2001). It is the focus on language that needs to be examined next, as for
social constructionists all knowledge, including knowledge of the Self, is constructed

with the emphasis on language.

The Role of Language in the Social Construction of the Self

Social constructionism highlights the role of language in defining (constructing) reality.
As previously discussed, Mead (1934) also highlighted the role of language in the
construction of the Self and Mead’s work is considered a pre-cursor to the social
constructionist emphasis on language (Gough and McFadden, 2001). Harré (in Gergen
and Davis (eds), 1985) discusses the fact that Vygotsky, Mead, Wittgensein and Bruner
all suggest that language precedes any concept within the person of the Self. That Self is
a product of “social forces mediated by favored grammatical models for self-ascription

and self-exhortation” (Harré 1985).

Burr (1995) argues that the sharing of a culture and of language enables the
reproduction of conceptual frameworks and categories of meaning that exist within that
culture. Language therefore is considered a ‘form of action’. When people talk they not
only express themselves but also actively produce a framework of meaning for the
thoughts they have. Language is used to create, or ‘construct’, meanings. Social
constructionists therefore highlight the role of language in defining, or constructing
reality. Power is also intimately bound up with language and representation (Gough and
McFadden, 2001). Therefore the aim of data analysis within social constructionism is to
“carefully examine a text, highlight recurrent patterns of talk and to locate such talk
within social and political ideals and practices” (Gough and McFadden, 2001, p.18).
Discourse analysis is the name given to such analysis and, although there are many

types of discourse analysis, the dominant activity in all is the analysis of discourse.

Discourse Analysis

Of interest within the ‘bottom-up’ approach of discourse analysis (Potter and Wetherell,

1987) is the ‘variability’ in people’s accounts and the multiple and conflicting ways in
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which people talk about something. The social effects of such ‘speech acts’ (Austin,
1962 in Gough and McFadden, 2001) or their function, is analysed. This follows the
detailed categorisation of the way the person has constructed, or created, meaning from
the cultural context they are in to represent a concept. A more ‘top-down’ approach is
concerned with discourses that maintain particular positions and relationships (Gough
and McFadden, 2001). The issue of power is of importance here and institutions such as
the government represent historical and cultural positions and relationships. Foucault
(1972) influenced this approach, characterizing discourses as “practices that

systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p.49).

The issue of discourse and reality is of relevance with regard to the concept of the Self.
The emphasis in discourse analysis is that of an ‘anti-foundational stance’ (Gough and
McFadden, 2001). That is, there is no objective reality to which language is referring. In
fact language is actually constructing a ‘reality’. Thus the Self is a social construction
created among people by the way they talk about themselves. The notion of the
‘individual’ Self is rejected and replaced by the distributed Self, a result of all the

different kinds of interactions and participations in a person’s social life.

Summary and evaluation

Social Constructionists see the Self as socially and linguistically created and constituted
(Gergen, 1985). Any notion of thought or sense, or of ‘Self’ being produced ‘from
within’, is dismissed, in the sense that ‘within’ means an aspect of the person uniquely
separated from their social experience, i.e. ‘individual’. The ‘Self* is forever changing,
‘emergent’, in the sense that the Self is never complete but continually constituted. The
Self is therefore constructed and continually re-constructed within the framework of a
person’s language and culture. According to the social constructionist, the Self is
constituted through language that does not refer to some reality beyond the text or
speech, but only to itself. The experience of the Self is therefore relative to social

experience.
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Greenwood (1994) argues that:

“Social constructionism involves a direct denial of both the linguistic and epistemic
objectivity of theoretical descriptions, including theoretical psychological descriptions”
(Greenwood, 1994, p.37).

Greenwood argues however, that the general social constructionist position actually
i)resupposes the linguistic objectivity of theoretical descriptions, including theoretical

psychological descriptions. He argues that:

“theoretical and empirical descriptions are linguistically objective by virtue of their

being descriptions: by virtue of attributing properties or relations to postulated or

observable entities. In consequence, to deny that theoretical or empirical descriptions

are linguistically objective is to deny that they are descriptions at all — which is what

much of the social constructionist argument concerning theoretical discourse comes
down to” (Greenwood, 1994, p.41).

The relativist epistemology of discourse analysis, being grounded in constructionist

thinking, has concerned many social psychologists (e.g. Parker, 1998). As Gough and

McFadden comment:

“The absence of any agreed or neutral version of reality beyond discourse can inhibit
critical comments to the specific causes or groups ... the constructionist focus on
diversity can discourage researchers from making claims about the collective situation

of a specific group.” (Gough and McFadden, 2002, p.63)

The value of the perspective of a Self never complete but continually constituted
(‘emergent’), and of the multiplicity of selves, sometimes contradictory and forever
changing, could be seen to give ‘voice’ and acceptance to diverse and ‘unconventional’
views on the Self in humanity. This all encompassing relativist perspective however is
overshadowed by the difficulty of making any claim about anything. The rejection of
any reality either denies the plausibility of its own position, or presumes the reliability

of reason and possibly therefore the objectivity of truth.
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