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                 Interview: What’s Wrong With Our Current Images of Aging?
Getting older ain’t what it used to be. Unprecedented changes to longevity and patterns of living are transforming the lives of older people. 

Sociologist and leading scholar Stephen Katz has tracked these changing patterns over the years. Now, in a collection of imaginative and wide-ranging essays, Cultural Aging: Life Course, Lifestyle, and Senior Worlds (Broadview Press), he challenges readers to take a critical look at our current images of aging.

Dr. Katz is Professor and Chair of the Department of Sociology at Trent University. I reached him in Peterborough.
Ruth Dempsey: Today, positive images of aging in the media promote activity, autonomy, and more choice for older adults. You view this is a mixed blessing. Why?

Stephen Katz: One reason is that such images divide older individuals into “successful” and “unsuccessful” aging camps, with the latter being characterized as disabled, dependent, demented or decrepit, as if their problems were by choice and possibly avoidable. There is nothing inherently wrong with positive images of aging and certainly they are preferred to traditional negative stereotypes. However, the “positive” is not necessarily realistic either.  

A second reason is that such images limit the possible values of growing older in itself. Hence, memory, wisdom, biography and all the benefits of living in time, rather than against it, become buried in the “now” of constant activity.  

RD: Marketers use every trick in the bag today to reach older adults without calling them old. What’s going on here?

SK: Very simply, marketers have discovered that there is a growing, financially secure population of senior consumers, who have either been ignored or mischaracterized as being old fashioned or out of date.  However, the association of “old” with this group has proven to be a problem because old doesn’t sell. 

Even older people do not like to be associated with older images in media advertising.  This also goes to the point that many of our major consumer products, such as electronic goods, cars, vacations and homes, depend for their success on their being new and fashionable – values often linked to our youth-obsessed culture.

RD: Increasingly, lifestyle and government programs emphasize individual responsibility for aging. But self-care mandates can amount to a new form of ageism. Is that right?

SK: This is true. The hallmarks of neo-liberal healthcare are health promotion, self-care, responsible lifestyles, risk-aversive financial planning and health literacy. 

The older structures built out of a welfare state concerned with institutional responses to human suffering, have been and will continue to be diminished. Policy initiatives that promise more individual control, lowered taxes, more “choice” of healthcare options, and more support for families and communities sound very appealing, but what do they really mean in terms of the state’s commitment across the life course?  

What about those who live in poverty, are alone, abandoned to the margins of expensive urban centres, waiting longer for needed medical procedures while facing greater medical privatization and yet still blamed by an unforgiving younger public for consuming too many social services? 

RD: In the book you explore the “busy ethic” and older people’s desire to make personal choices. Can you give me an example?

Post-retirement work is an example. If we look at the messages coming to us from the popular media and governmental literature, we see that the aging heroes are people who somehow continue to be active and occupied after retirement, as if retirement is no longer a rest from a life of hard work, but merely a space of passage to the next adventure. 

Yet the choice of that adventure is judged according to its relation to virtuous living. The aging heroes presented to us are not those who continue to fight for their rights in political organizations, for example, or defy the accepted norms of what one is supposed to do when retired. No. The choices have to be related to keeping “busy” within activities, which are assumed to be “good” for older individuals. And for those who refuse to be busy, there are penalties.

RD: On the topic of male sexuality, you write: “The assumption that to remain active is to remain young seems unquestioned.” What are the implications here?

SK: In this case, I was referring to the fact that, somehow, health has come to be associated with sexual functionality, although the two are not necessarily related, especially as one ages. 

This means that the measurement of sexual function becomes a means by which successful aging is assessed, as if sexual health was a symbol of an active, independent and secure lifestyle. Why sexuality? 

So there is a bonding together of several things: health, sexual performance, youthfulness, active lifestyle and successful aging (without growing older). This puts enormous pressure on all men to examine and be concerned with their sexuality throughout their lives.

RD: Your work has taking you to Charlotte County, Florida, where some Canadians snowbirds spend the winter. There is talk the next generation is less interested in this lifestyle. What have you found?

SK: From the people with whom I spoke here and in Florida, there does seem less interest in the snowbird lifestyle amongst the next generation. They find it too inactive a prospect and the communal features of living in retirement parks do not appeal.  In a word, the whole thing seems a little boring. They also fear being separated out as “old” from the “young”.

RD: Gerontologist Robert Butler suggests those entering middle age today will be a “transformational generation . . . helping to transform old age.” Do you agree?

SK: Yes. This transformational generation, which marketers call the boomers, are set to change the institutional and cultural features of every level of society.  

We already see the signs of this in urban planning, housing options, financial and insurance products, music and the arts, educational opportunities, grand-parenting roles, even the death-and-dying industry.  It’s a wonderful time finally to be breaking down the barriers of ageism.  

However, in our enthusiasm we also have to remember that not everybody will get to benefit and that there are class, race and gender inequalities built into the aging process. The structural constraints on our lives must be kept in view as we move forward. So, yes to the consumer society finally taking notice of older individuals and groups, but yes also to the need to be politically engaged in preventing the further erosion of social supports.

RD: What about you, do you have a favourite image of aging?
SK: Yes, my drum. Of all my aging objects, the one that gets my utmost respect is an African drum, with its skin slowly being worn through years of playing to reveal another 

skin underneath, a drum-skin, that will wear as well, constantly producing different looks and textures and resounding with the evolving rhythms of aging.

                       New Book: Sherwin Nuland on The Art of Aging

“Growing old is not a disease but an art, and for those who practice it well, it can bring extraordinary rewards,” writes Sherwin Nuland in The Art of Aging: A Doctor’s Prescription for Well-Being (Random House).

Nuland is a Clinical Professor of Surgery at Yale University, and award-winning author of How We Die. Now in his mid 70s, the author draws on his nearly four decades of medical practice, as well as the lives of friends, to portray the astonishing variability of the aging experience.

Aging brings gains as well as losses. In the book, Nuland focuses on the capacity of human beings to continue developing later in life, and he argues that this should be considered a gift. 

He offers the following suggestions:

Nurture curiosity: Nuland tells the story of 98-year-old cardiologist Michael DeBakery who goes to bed each night, looking forward to the morning. He anticipates with pleasure work to be done, plans to be made and things to learn. Indeed, this forward momentum is a powerful source of vitality. 

It’s different for everybody. You may find pleasure in gardening, woodworking, studying a new language or spending time with your grandchildren. Better to discover these pleasures sooner than later. But, “It is never too late to find new tributaries that add vibrancy to our lives.”

Deepen relationships: There is no fountain of youth, alas, but there are nourishing water fonts of a different sort. One such font is caritas. Those who age well develop a contentment with who they are and a sense of mutual caring and connectedness with others.

Build up emotional reserves: Invest in your later years now by building up emotional, intellectual and spiritual capital. As Leonardo da Vinci notes: “If you are mindful that old age has wisdom for its food, you will exert yourself in youth, that your old age will not lack sustenance.”

Invest in maintenance: Aging is an art, and one way to prepare for it is to develop the exercise habit. First, physical exercise – aerobic activities – to keep your cardiovascular system in shape and resistance exercises to maintain your strength. Second, mental exercise to boost your brain, maintain cognitive abilities and enhance your creativity. You can work up a mental sweat by participating in educational courses, writing and arts programs and book discussions. Don’t forget to try something new. The brain needs novelty to exercise skills that are lying dormant.

                          Study: Age Revolution Gives Rise to New Life Stage 

You are, of course, familiar with adolescence, but what about elderescence? The newly-minted term was coined by a mother and daughter team, psychologists Jane and Peggy Thayer. Elderescence describes the emergence of a new stage of life that may be seen as a transition period between adulthood and old-old-age – roughly from the 60s to the late 80s or early 90s.

One in 10 people worldwide is 60 or older. And that number is expected to rise to one in five by 2050 (UN statistics). Indeed, half of all the people who ever lived to the age of 65 in the whole of human history are alive today. 

The Thayers report their eight-year study in Elderescence: The Gift of Longevity (Hamilton Books). 

The study builds on work by leading researchers in the fields of sociology, psychology and gerontology, and the findings from face-to-face interviews and questionnaires sent to mostly retired professionals living in Massachusetts, New England. The study is dedicated to Stanley Hall, founder of the American Psychological Association. Hall first identified the post-retirement period nearly a century ago.

What are some of the defining issues of elderesence? In the early years, retirement heads the list. And the search for meaning continues to be a priority for elderescents throughout the period.

Life after retirement

Study participants hold conflicted views on retirement. 

“Ricky”, a former government worker, notes the low-key depression of his friends who opt to golf, garden and fish away their later years. He says: “There are two keys to keeping spiritually alive after a stimulating career: keep working or do full-time travel”

But another participant, a teacher, who moved to her  “island home” after retiring, says, “The past year was the happiest in my life”. 

Similarly, a retired social worker, turned quilter, is upbeat: “The days whiz by, the weeks too . . . I belong to three quilting groups and have three special quilting artist friends who critique each other’s work. I work with a group from my church, help with the annual Christmas quilt raffle. As I think over this transition I see that I have traded my outside career work for my life as a quilter. I am a quilter now! I work at my own pace and direction. I am totally blissed.” 

On the other hand, “Walter”, 67, a retired minister, remembers his mother’s advice: “Never retire, for then you will quickly become nothing but a has-been. This can be particularly true for those who are alone, for those with uncertain health or for those with limited talent and personality. Often a particular job and a certain position in life offer the main reason for being.”

Other participants worry their money will run out with the prospect of 20 to 30 years ahead of them and increasing cuts to social service.

Some elderescents return to the workplace following an initial “honeymoon phase.” Some even return to their original jobs part time. Others immerse themselves in volunteer work or mentoring young people. About 20 per cent of elderescents never retire.

“Retirement is the last major developmental task of life, and yet few resources are available to help people make a successful transition,” the authors report.

Finding meaning in later life

Not surprisingly, profound shifts in meaning occur, as the tempo and focus of life change during the aging process.

“Margaret”, a novelist, searched for a deeper understanding of self, as a way to tranquility and self-acceptance, after her husband died of a stroke, when she was in her 80s.  

“Is there an inner woman than the woman I see in the mirror, who is that woman?” Margaret asks. “Are we our names? Where we were born, our ancestors, where we live, our friends, our occupations, our appearance, our feelings, our family? What are the aspects of myself that give my life meaning?” 

She concludes: “What endures is my integrity, my heart, my love of nature, my values, my inner most being. All the rest can be easily lost.” 

Another study participant felt less fear of death, following a major heart attack at the age of 67.  “As there is a winding down of the body, there is also an increase in spiritual life and energy,” he noted. 

“Life is a process of being involved in the moment,” says “Stan”, a thoughtful 75-year-old. He maintains his “joie de vivre” by nurturing his second marriage, keeping in contact with his three children, studying and fostering an active spiritual life and community service. 

And one 73-year-old, who notes he has become less ego-driven, has discovered comfort in the natural world. “I am part of all this nature. I am one with it. I feel it. I know it,” he said.

Stanley Witkin, former editor of Social Work, points out meaning in later life is not just the individual’s responsibility, the society has a responsibility too. However, institutions today – from churches to recreation facilities – seem oddly out of date when it comes to responding to the possibilities and challenges of an aging population. 

As a result, some older adults suffer confusion and uncertainty as they struggle to understand societal expectations and determine their own wants and needs. 

Nonetheless, the authors are upbeat about possibilities for elderescents of the future, predicting expanded social roles and more life options. In the meantime, they argue, “It is essential that elderescents themselves acknowledge this new stage of life so that they can reflect on the changing face of the world . . . and provide wisdom to the younger generations.” 

                                 New Trend: Late-Life Divorce on the Rise

Deirdre Bair, an award-winning biographer of Samuel Beckett, Simone de Beauvoir and Carl Jung was sitting in her dentist’s waiting room when an article from AARP  (American Association of Retired Persons) The Magazine caught her eye: The New Dimensions of Divorce: Why More Women Than Ever Are Calling It Quits (and Why Men Don’t See It Coming). The article, published in July 2004, was based on surveys with 1,147 men and women, ages 40 to 79, who had divorced between the ages of 40 and 60. It hit a chord with Bair, whose own marriage had ended in divorce after 43 years. 

On leaving the dentist’s office, Bair quickly phoned her agent, who rhymed off a list of her own stories. Her overseas agent claimed late-life divorce was an “epidemic” in Europe, rampant in France and Germany. Bair discovered a similar trend in Australia and New Zealand, where she lectured in 2005.

She decided to take a closer look, conducting nearly 400 interviews with ex-wives, ex-husbands and their adult children. The study crossed class lines and included straight, gay and lesbian couples living throughout the world.

To be included, participants had to be married at least 20 years. Most were in their 50s; the oldest was 85. They answered questions about the length of the marriage, the roles played by each partner, how they had come to believe divorce was their only option and whether or not life after divorce had turned out to be what they hoped for. 

Bair has published the results in the first book on the topic: Calling it Quits: Late-Life Divorce and Starting Over (Random House).

It’s Time to Go

The findings reveal some surprising realities including how women initiate the greatest percentage of late-life divorces. The reasons often amount to plain old unhappiness. But it often takes many years and much careful planning before the ultimate “Eureka!” moment. According to Bair, there is a pattern of growing apart – giving way to indifference, lack of communication and scant sharing on any level.

Take “Patricia” and “Donald”, who both came from large families. Patricia, 63, was tired of being a sounding board for family members. She was especially tired of listening to her adult children complain about the ups and downs of their marriages. Patricia juggled demanding work as a senior administrator for a law firm and entertaining clients for her husband, a manufacturing company executive. But none of this impressed Donald. “Never a hug now and then, never a compliment that I cooked a good dinner or put on a good party for his business. Heaven forbid that he’d tell me I looked good!” she said. 

“Anne”, a war bride from England, transplanted first to Canada and than to a remote town in the Australian outback, was in her 70s, when she decided she “just wanted out.” Recounting the exact moment, she said: “I got up that morning and cooked breakfast for “Des” and my two grown sons who still lived with us and worked our farm. Then I did the washing up and several loads of laundry and hung it out to dry. I fed the chickens and was weeding the garden in the broiling sun when Des came to the back door and said, ‘Where’s my lunch? It’s time for my lunch.’ And that was it . . .  I knew it was then or never.”

After retiring from the air force, “David”, in his mid 60s, took a job as a defense contractor. David and “Marlene” had been married 32 years, when an “ordinary little thing” triggered his divorce. An arrow light flashed on the car’s dashboard. Marlene had forgotten what David told her it indicated on the two previous times it happened. Rather than check the manual, she phoned his office, and insisted his secretary put through her “urgent” call during a crucial meeting. That night David told his wife that he was “tired of propping her and the kids up time after time, after time.” He had no idea “what was out there” for himself, but he wanted to find out.

Contrary to stereotypes, the interviews reveal how for both sexes, the splits are motivated less frequently by a desire to trade in the older for younger models, and more by such intangibles as “freedom”,  “identity”, or “more control” over their lives.

Life after divorce

During the divorce process, most participants experienced a range of emotions, including feelings of failure, fear, anger, sadness and guilt.

After the divorce, the greater number of participants report being “happy”.  “I know I did the right thing,” they said.

When asked what they liked most about their new life, men said, “having more money of my own.” Women liked most being “independent”,  “in charge” and “having control” over their lives. 

Response of adult children  

Most adult children are devastated by the breakdown of their parents’ marriages. Others are angry, and a smaller number wonder, “What took them so long? Why didn’t they do this sooner?” Nearly all the adult children appeared more guarded, less romantic and far more pragmatic about human relationships, Bair reported.

      Portrait: Rosaleen Dickson: Cyberspace Trailblazer and Inspiring Learner

Rosaleen Leslie Dickson has never been one to sit on the sidelines. 

Born in Halifax in 1921, the veteran journalist, author and Web master was an early promoter of the Web, both in her chosen profession and in the community at large.

In 1941, Dickson graduated from Guilford College, North Carolina with a BA in psychology. In 2003, at the age of 81, she obtained her master’s degree in Journalism from Carleton University in Ottawa, where she now lives. 

In her master’s thesis: Not Just another Pencil: Computer Mediated Communications from a Senior’s Point of View, Dickson traces the evolution of the Web, and makes a compelling argument older people’s Web contributions can help stem the “wisdom deficit” that afflicts many aspects of society today.

Ruth Dempsey: How did you fall in love with the Net?

Rosaleen Leslie Dickson: I have not fallen in love with it; I just use the Internet as a means of communication. I use the phone but I am not in love with it. Through time we are presented with one medium after another, and all have been useful. Tomorrow there will be another, not yet invented, and yet we will still probably be using pencils, along with sundry other ways of communicating, including smiles, grins, shrugs, sighs and raised eyebrows.

RD: Can you describe some of your initiatives on the Web?

RLD: Old Folks at Home on the World Wide Web

· For people who don't think being old is an embarrassment, avoidable, reversible, disgraceful, a crime, a disease or even a social faux pas. This site, established about ten years ago, originates in Ottawa but it is worldwide in scope.

Ask the Doctors

· This was a worldwide service, provided on a volunteer basis by a team of 110 dedicated medical professionals from 32 countries and carried as a public service on Flora Community Web. It is no longer active but its archives remain for public use.

Ask Great Granny

· Great Granny is a psychology graduate, lifetime journalist, mother, grandmother and great granny to a large family. Send your questions and she will provide thoughtful suggestions to help you solve your problems, and you will remain anonymous. (I answer questions daily and have received them from every Canadian province and every American state, as well as Australia, India, and several European countries). And after finding more than half of the questions I received were about relations between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, I wrote The Mother-In-Law Book (General Store Publishing), now available in book stores.

The National Press Club of Canada

· A very busy Web site (which I built and have maintained over the years), updated daily, with many extensions pertaining to every facet of the club which is now being morphed into a foundation. 

The Rosaleen Leslie Dickson Family Web site

· This site includes all my children, grandchildren, great grandchildren, and extends to family history extracted from my book on Dickson and Leslie genealogy, and my father's poetry. It is my flagship site. I am so fortunate to have a very close family of over 30 incredibly interesting individuals. We are all so busy that we only get the whole gang together once or twice a year, but we all keep in close touch constantly by phone, regular visits, and, of course, e-mail.

RD: In your thesis, you decry society’s wisdom deficit. Can you give me an example? 

RLD: I quote from my book: "One of the old folks' cyberclubs in the U.S., The Geezer Brigade, publishes such mottos as 'It's frustrating when you know all the answers, but nobody bothers to ask you the questions any more.’” This attitude will go out of style as the need for common sense drives society to seek wisdom where it exists, among the elders. The point is that elder wisdom can be found on the Internet, and nobody knows it comes from "just old folks."
RD: More and more older people are joining the Net. How are they making their mark in cyberspace?

RDL: Cyber-elders use this medium for information, adventure, and companionship and to share lifetimes of intelligence. Infirmities do not deter this fast growing senior Internet population. From around the world, they are logged on, exchanging advice, conversing, updating their health needs, handling their finances, enjoying travel and adventure, caring for and supporting one another, and adding infinite substance to the World Wide Web through their volunteer activities, email and other online interaction.

RD: What advice would you give an older person who is hesitant about participating online?

RDL: Leave them alone. Their hesitancy will disappear if they want to use the Internet. If not, they are better off doing what they please. Skiing is fun too, and even playing bridge. It's ridiculous to try to persuade people to participate in something in which they are not interested. Older persons need to do what they want. They've earned the right.

RD: Can you describe some of your current projects? 

RLD: I am now engaged in trying to keep a National Press Club in Canada. Keeping it alive on the Internet, through its Web site and through weekly e-mails to all its members. This occupies a great deal of my time. Undergoing financial challenges, a small committee is working so the club can continue to function without undue interruption. 

I am also working on two books to be published soon. I am editing a book about trees at the arboretum. It may sound dull but it’s actually a fantastic book with stunning photos and everything you would ever want to know about trees in Canada. I am also working on an awesome book of memoirs for a little known (yet) great Canadian.

RD: If you had never become a journalist, what else might you have done?

RLD: I would have been a lawyer. It was a toss-up.

RD: What three words would you choose to best describe your 80s?

RLD: Challenging, challenging and challenging. I use the word three times because the challenges are on three levels: physical, social and spiritual.

                                                      Roundup

A LEGACY OF PEACEMAKING: Physicist Ursula Franklin was born in Germany in 1921 and spent time as a prisoner in the Nazi concentration camps. Ever since, she has worked to build a society of peace, justice, and equality for all, “step by bloody small step.”

In The Ursula Franklin Reader: Pacifism As a Map, (Between the Lines), she makes a passionate case for how to build a society centered around peace: “Peace is not just the absence of war but the presence of justice.” 

In the chapter called The Role of the Citizen in War, Franklin declares the citizen ultimately responsible for war because governments justify their defence policies by the state’s mandate “to protect the physical safety of its citizens by all means necessary.”

Despite the present state of the world, Franklin, a Quaker, remains hopeful. “Hope is the dream that one can work towards betterment, that things can get better and they will get better for everyone.”  

THE LAST WORD ON GRANDPARENTS: Authors Peggy Edwards and Mary Jane Sterne spoke to many grandchildren for their recent book: Intentional Grandparenting: A Boomers Guide (McClelland and Stewart). Here are some of the things children ages six to 10 told the authors about their grandparents:

The world’s greatest grandmother:

· Likes pizza and hanging out the clothes;

· Is nice, rich and works in a candy shop.

The world’s greatest grandfather:

· Climbs trees with me and gives me money;

· Is nice, old, tall and fun.

If I could change one thing about my grandmother:

· She’d let me stay up later;

· She’d stop pinching my cheeks;

· I would not change anything; I love her the way she is.

And if I could change one thing about my grandfather:

· He would not get older;

· He would get me a cat;

· I would not change anything; I love him the way he is.

CANADA’S PHYSICAL ACTIVITY GUIDE FOR OLDER ADULTS: An attractive guide that provides clear and concise guidelines on how to achieve better health by making physical activity part of your daily routine. The guide highlights three key types of activities: endurance, flexibility and strength, providing examples for each. It also includes a handy weekly calendar. Check it out at www.paguide.com.

Editor's Note: AHB welcomes comments and suggestions from our readers.

Please send them to info@AgingHorizons.com. R. D.
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