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Good afternoon I am Valerie Wright-St Clair and the title of my presentation is
Being Aged is not the same as being old



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many voices are being raised concerning the social, health and economic changes heralded by New Zealand’s aging population. However I am interested in the voice that is deafeningly quiet; the voice of those who live everyday in advanced age. And I ask, what might be learned about the phenomenon of aging by giving voice to those who understand advanced age from the inside? 
The images of elder’s participation in preferred occupations shown in the presentation are an element of my data gathering for the study.



North Shore, Auckland

In completion of Doctor of Philosophy
through the Department of General Practice 
and Primary Health Care within the
School of Population Health
University of Auckland
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The study is being conducted on Auckland’s North Shore, in completion of my doctoral thesis through the School of Population Health, University of Auckland.
The Northern Regional X Ethics Committee granted approval for the study in August 2005.
I acknowledge my supervisors: Dr Ngaire Kerse & Dr Peter Davis, and methodology supervisor Dr Liz Smythe of AUT.
As an occupational therapist this study brings together my interests in people’s participation in everyday doing and the complex phenomenon of aging.

I have finished data gathering and am now entering the iterative phase of looking across the findings for meanings.
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In this presentation I firstly take a brief look at the demographic context,
Then introduce the Research question & aims
The Methodology
The Methods & design
And I cover one key finding I have called agedness is not oldness
I then finish up with questions and discussion

First a brief look at the demographic context.



The Demographic Context

People aged 85 years and older make up 
the fastest growing sector of the 
population

By 2051 there will be a six-fold increase in 
those aged 85 and older
(Davey, de Joux, Nana & Arcus, 2004)
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This audience is familiar with the projected demographic profile for New Zealand’s aging population, so I wish just to draw attention to the projections for those aged 85 and older over the next 45 years which show this group to be the fastest growing sector of our population.
With an estimated growth of 600% by the middle of this century
This means understanding aging and what enables aging well is an important social endeavour.



The Research Question & Aims

The Question
How do elders experience aging in the 
context of their everyday community lives?

The Study Aims to:
get closer to understanding the phenomenon 
of aging through elder’s stories of their 
everyday lives
explore elder’s understandings of aging
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Hence my Research question, How do elders experience aging in the context of their everyday community lives?

The Study Aims are to:
get closer to understanding the phenomenon of aging, and
To explore elder’s understandings of aging



Methodology

Hermeneutic phenomenology
Guided by the philosophies of
Hans-Georg Gadamer and
Martin Heidegger
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The methodology is Hermeneutic phenomenology, guided by the philosophies of Hans-Georg Gadamer and�Martin Heidegger

Phenomenology seeks to uncover meaning from experience, so the study is designed to gather elder’s stories about their everyday lives, through which I come to understand the phenomenon of aging. I seek to see that which is otherwise hidden. Within Heideggerian Phenomenology, I accept that I cannot put aside my pre-understandings about the phenomenon, and I remain mindful of where these ideas come from and how they may be influencing the research process.

The interpretive nature of Gadamerian Hermeneutics means I bring my own lens to the understandings. It is like the merging of two horizons, the participant’s view from where they stand, and my view, having listened to and thought about the stories of all the participants.

Next I outline the research methods used.



Methods and Design

Recruitment of 15 participants living in private 
residence on Auckland’s North Shore
11 non-Maori men and women aged 80 and 
older

Six women: 80, 89, 90, 91, 93 & 95 years
Five men: 89, 91 & 3 x 97 year olds

4 Maori men and women aged 70 and older
Two women: 77 & 93 years
Two men: 71 & 74 years
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Auckland’s North Shore was chosen for the location of the study as it has an ethnically and socially diverse population
The sampling frame was the NZ electoral roll, with data reported in one-year age bands, with purposive recruitment of 15 participants who met the inclusion criteria of:
Living at a private residence (single dwelling or apartment)
Non-Maori aged 80 or older, and
Maori aged 70 or older
The reason for the difference in inclusion age recognises the disparity in average life expectancy of Maori and non-Maori.
Te Puna Hauora, Maori health and social service, assisted in the recruitment of Maori and introduction to the participants

The Non-Maori participants are
Six women aged between 80 & 95 years
Five men aged between 89 & 97 years
The Maori participants are:
Two women: 77 & 93 years
Two men: 71 & 74 years
Recruitment was conducted on a rolling basis which gave me the opportunity to do theoretical sampling.



Methods and Design

In-depth, semi-structured, individual interviews 
were conducted in the participants’ homes as 
conversations about the person’s:

Everyday experiences, describing things 
in the moment; the here-and-now stories
Understandings of aging and how it shows 
through everyday living
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In-depth, semi-structured, individual interviews were conducted as conversations about the person’s:
Everyday experiences, describing things in the moment; the here-and-now stories, and 
Understandings of aging and how it shows through everyday living

Data gathering and data analysis were completed in an integrated cycle.

The next two slides overview how I worked with the data for each participant.



Working with the data

The conversation is audio-taped
For the photograph, the participant shows 
doing an occupation of choice
Verbatim transcript is produced
Read & re-read for
the stories that lie
within the transcript
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The conversation I have with each participant is audio-taped
For the photograph, the participant shows doing an occupation of choice. For some we moved straight into setting up for the photo, for others, I made a time to go back to capture the image within their usual rhythm in the everyday. All participants have agreed to a photo.
Verbatim transcript is produced. I have typed all but three of the interviews which has helped me stay with my data, before moving into the iterative process of
Read & re-read for the stories that lie within the transcript





Working with the data

Re-craft the stories to bring the meaning to 
light and for readability
6 second interviews conducted
Return the stories to the participant
Interpret each story, finishing up with ‘what 
stays with me and a poem
capturing the essence
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Re-craft the stories to bring the meaning to light and for readability. Each story is named and the stories are sequenced to build a sense of flow across them. They are packaged together into a booklet.
Second interviews were conducted with 6 participants, when I had the sense there was more to be told or when I was having difficulty interpreting the meaning behind the stories.
Return the booklet to the participant for agreement that the stories capture the essence of their everyday, to make any editing required, and ensure they are happy for any of the stories to be used.
Interpret each story, finishing up with ‘what stays with me’ and writing a poem capturing the essence. The interpretations are not my final analysis, they are a way of moving me towards understanding.
The Puna Hauora Kaumatua advised me on my interpretation of Maori content within the stories.

Given the timeframe of this presentation, I choose one key finding to present.




Findings

One compelling understanding shows 
through:

Agedness is not Oldness

The meaning of aging is embedded in the 
doing of the everyday
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One compelling understanding shows through and that is being aged is not the same thing as being old. I call the notion:
Agedness is not Oldness

I present extracts from 3 stories to illustrate how elder’s experience and meaning of aging is embedded in the doing of everyday, how other’s expectations might influence the experience of oldness, and how the changes that come with aging show themselves in everyday doing.

First is a story from Frank, a 97 year old, who has lived alone since his wife died 8 years ago.



Frank’s story
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I asked Frank to tell me about being 97, he said
I am 97 and a half, don’t forget the half. Like climbing a rope, you go up a foot and you hang on so I’ve got to 97 and a half. It’s only a number isn’t it? And if you don’t worry about your age, it’s going to go on anyway so what’s the good of worrying over it. Just do what you want to do, when you want to do it and let age look after itself. I don’t have time to get old. I still haven’t. When the weather’s fine I’m normally out in the garden and gardening never ends. There is always something to do.

How is it that being 97 is not old? Socio-politically, categories of ‘oldness’ begin at 65. Those 85 and older are often categorised as the ‘oldest old’. But this labelling bears no relevance to the participants experience of their age. The stories show a distinct qualitative difference between being aged and being old. You are not old until you cannot do what you want to do. I was struggling to understand what Frank’s story was telling me, and later in the interview I asked him “what if the day comes when you cannot garden?” Frank said “aaahh, then I would be old.” Oldness is held at bay through the busyness of Frank’s everyday. But simply filling time in the day is not enough, while Frank can engage in his most precious occupation, gardening, he does not get old.

I continued to grapple with the idea of oldness as coming or not coming as a consequence of doing. One of Merrill’s stories suggests that other’s understandings and expectations of aging as being old can influence everyday experiences. Merrill is 89 and lives on a large section with a busy, rambling garden. She is just finishing off radiotherapy for her cancer.



Merrill’s story

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When I asked Merrill to tell me about being 89, she said:
No, no it doesn’t seem like 89 because I keep doing things and people don’t think I should be that age. When I was having the third operation the nurse said to me one day what do you do all day and I said well my mother lived to a hundred and five and I might live as long as her so perhaps I should keep doing things and so I still mow my lawns. And she said to me oh people over 80 don’t do that sort of thing. She couldn’t believe that really. So I like keeping active. I like a mixture; anything. I don’t think it has stopped me doing anything. I think that aging is what people make it. A lot of them don’t try to do anything. Whatever allows me to do the most in the day, I work to that principle. I always wash my dishes at night. I never do them at breakfast time or lunch time. I get them all done at night and then they are done.

What should life at 89 should look like? Merrill frames her everyday in terms of what is there to be done, not what she ought, or ought not, be doing because of her age. Why does the nurse offer an observation that others her age do not mow their lawns? The nurse sees Merrill out of her usual everyday context, and her idea of everyday life after age 80 bears no relevance to Merrill’s everyday. Could the nurse’s opinion have been enough for Merrill to reconsider what she does at 89, or to stop mowing her lawns? The nurse may simply have wanted to open a casual conversation with Merrill with no intention of making a social judgement, but that is not what lingered for Merrill.

The next story illustrates the phenomenon of how the participants come to know aging changes through doing. I offer an extract from Matelot’s stories. He is a 74 year old Maori man, who lives with his wife in the humble house they bought just after they married.



Matelot’s story
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Matelot was telling me about how walking the dog each day was exercise for his legs and his body as a whole, to keep it going. So I invited him to tell me more about keeping it going. He said:

I try and keep myself going. When we go to do’s I try and get up and have a dance. And I clean up outside and what-have-you, like chopping wood. I still chop the wood. I was out chopping wood three or four days ago. We had some short pieces out there and when I came to get the electric chainsaw, it won't bloody go so I chopped them with the axe. It took me ages because the wood was hard and dry. And when I went to pick up the wood, about this size, I couldn’t lift the damn things. Before I used to just pick them up no trouble. So I am not as strong as I used to be and I can't move around as fast, compared with when I retired anyway. I am just slower. 

This story illustrates how Matelot only comes to know his strength through picking up the wood. Up until this day, his strength had always been ready to hand to collect the wood he chopped. He would have simply carried the wood inside without stopping to think of the strength he called on to lift the pieces. But today is different, his diminished strength shows in not being there to call on. Aging announces itself through everyday doing.

Through their stories, the participants are showing how continued engagement in everyday occupations, and particularly precious occupations, stops agedness becoming oldness. I finish with a poem which aims to capture some of this idea.



The enigma of aging as
ubiquitous, ever-present

always there, seen yet not seen
like a shadow going with.

Understood by all yet not understood
the same for all but different.

Measured by the chronographer
aging is concrete, orderly, predictable.

Experienced by the person
aging is abstract, messy, uncertain.

As lived, oldness is not
a natural consequence of aging.

Age is just a number.
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The enigma of aging as
ubiquitous, ever-present
always there, seen yet not seen
like a shadow going with.
Understood by all yet not understood
the same for all but different.

Measured by the chronographer
aging is concrete, orderly, predictable.
Experienced by the person
aging is abstract, messy, uncertain.
As lived, oldness is not
a natural consequence of aging.
Age is just a number.
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Questions and Discussion
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In closing, Groucho Marx is quoted as saying “anybody can get old all you have to do is live long enough.” But this is not the experience of the people living in advanced age I have spoken to. Participation in everyday occupations, both the routine and the precious, stops agedness becoming oldness.

We have time now for questions and discussion. I suggest there are two overarching questions to consider:
How do others understandings and expectations of aging limit elder’s everyday participation, and
How much oldness is constructed through providing built environments that are devoid of complexity and demand little in the way of everyday engagement?

Thankyou


	Being Aged is not the Same as Being Old 
	Slide Number 2
	North Shore, Auckland
	Overview of Presentation
	The Demographic Context
	The Research Question & Aims
	Methodology
	Methods and Design
	Methods and Design
	Working with the data
	Working with the data
	Findings
	Frank’s story
	Merrill’s story
	Matelot’s story
	Slide Number 16
	References
	Questions and Discussion

