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ABSTRACT

In contrast to much gerontological research, which provides only a glimpse of the
lived experiences of later life, this study investigated the views, practices and

circumstances of older people using a biographical approach.

Men and women presented a variety of meanings concerning later life and their
stories both reflected and resisted some of the commonly held and socially
constructed views about later life. All said that they did not feel old, although
participants described times in their lives when they did feel old: when they were ill,
made redundant or bereaved. Growing older was linked to illness, decline and
burden even when this contradicted, as it often did, participants’ substantive
experiences. Although there are problems and challenges that accompany later life,
they are not necessarily overwhelming. Later life was generally portrayed as an
active period, in which participants continued to live their lives in an engaged way;
helping others, striving for independence, celebrating older age and enjoying its

freedoms.

People’s attitudes and experiences of later life were seen also to be a reflection of
their lifetime roles, for example, whether or not they had been active in helping
others or had socialised with others in the past. Capabilities and needs were not fixed
but changed, according to individual experiences and attitudes, as well as
requirements in the face of ill health or financial problems; needs which varied at

different times and at different points of the life course.

It is argued that the views and experiences of older people should be used as a basis

for shaping theory, practice and research.
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LOOKING BACK AND MOVING FORWARD: A
BIOGRAPHICAL APPROACH TO AGEING

Facts, there are so many facts. I have left such a lot out. There must be many more
unremembered and still more unknown. If I had chosen differently, it would be a

different story, but this is the story I have told myself and I must hold to it

Tim Lott, The Scent of Dried Roses

There is a time for everything and a season for every activity under heaven:

A time to be born and a time to die,

a time to plant and a time to uproot,

a time to kill and a time to heal,

a time to tear down and a time to build,
a time to weep and a time to laugh,

a time to mourn and a time to dance,

a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,
a time to embrace and a time to refrain,
a time to search and a time to give up,

a time to keep and a time to throw away,
a time to tear and a time to mend,

a time to be silent and a time to speak,

a time to love and a time to hate,

a time for war a time for peace.

Ecclesiastes 3:1-8



Chapter One
INTRODUCTION

The subjective experience of later life has been less systematically investigated when
compared to studies which address the ‘issues’ of ageing in terms of need and
dependency (Treharne, 1990; Gilleard and Higgs, 2000). Indeed, Thompson
concludes that his research (with Itzin and Abendstern) stands ‘strangely alone’ in
describing the lived experiences of older people (1992:26). The paucity of research
into ageing from the older person’s point of view, may have perpetuated stereotypical
and ambiguous images of later life. On the one hand, later life is seen as a time of
unavoidable retreat in the face of hardship, physical and mental decline and of
withdrawal into dependency (Thompson, 1992). On the other hand, in post-modern
culture ‘the prospect of an endless life has been revived through consumer images of

perpetual youth and a blurring of traditional life course boundaries’ (Katz, 1995:63).

Consequently, the present study has sought to examine the views of ‘ordinary’ older
people (Midwinter, 1991; Hazan, 1994) about ageing; how they perceived themselves
and how they experienced later life. To this end, I used a biographical approach in
the belief that through life stories, we can understand more fully the way people’s
current beliefs, attitudes, feelings and experiences have been shaped over a lifetime.
This included exploring whether people respond to ageing in different ways as well
as what was unique and what was shared about later life. In order to elicit and
interpret older people’s self-perceptions regarding older age, I listened to participants
accounts of their past and present lives, together with their future concerns and
aspirations. For, diverse experiences and attitudes throughout people's lives, might
affect their circumstances and colour their perceptions in later life (Bernard and
Meade, 1993).



Images of later life

Featherstone and Wernick refer to the ambiguous images of later life as the tension
between the pull towards over-simplifying stereotypes of older age and the opposite
pull towards the discovery of increasing complexity and differentiation (1995:9).
These tensions may be observed in both popular imagery of older age and in

academic work.

Playing on stereotypes

Hepworth and Featherstone stress that people’s narratives do not exist in a social

vacuum but should be seen as attempts to make sense of:

Complex everyday experiences in terms of various sets of images and
vocabularies of motive; these are provided by a variety of sources, among
which should be included medical experts, academics and a range of cultural

intermediaries and journalists working in the media and advertising sectors

(1998:281).

Consider the images of later life presented in the mass media. Gibb and Holroyd
(1996) state that the media are one way by which a society both reproduces itself
and, through feeding back into the community, reinforces itself. The media,
therefore, are an important source of social attitudes regarding older people. Media
reports frequently portray the growing number of older people in a negative, rather
than a positive light, emphasising the ‘burden’ they pose to the younger population,
or portraying older people as helpless victims of criminal attacks, even though the
typical victims are young males. For example, ‘Children of Sixties face old age
alone’ (The Times, 21.8.97); a ‘demographic time bomb is facing society due to the
vastly increased number of pensioners’ (The Today Programme, Radio 4, 31.8.95);
‘Robber attacks man, 84, for £2°(Sheffield Star, 2.2.01); ‘Bodyguards for terrified old
folk’, (Sheffield Star, 6.2.01); ‘Fear grips old as care home closures rise’ (The



Observer, 25.03.01). This last article did not draw upon the views of older people

themselves, despite the claim of the headline.

Where older age is positively depicted in the media, a sense of the exceptional, rather
than the ordinary is implied (Gibb and Holroyd, 1996). This is illustrated by the
following report in the Sheffield Morning Telegraph (14.3.97):

The secret to long life is a dip in the pool at dawn - and when Helen Kelsall
celebrates her ninetieth birthday on Sunday, that’s exactly what she'll be
doing... The leisure club manager said: ‘I find it incredible that at ninety she's
driving herself to the pool and swimming five or six times a week. It never

ceases to amaze us how she does it’.

Bury (1995) has drawn attention to the way in which situation comedies on British
and US television, give poignant expression to the ‘contradictions and dilemmas’ of
ageing. The comedy arises from the way in which the characters’ actions challenge
our assumptions and attitudes about older age. For example in The Golden Girls,
older women are portrayed as sexual beings, contrary to popular stereotypes of older
people as asexual. Similarly, in The Last of the Summer Wine, Compo is comical
because, in his constant pursuit of the opposite sex, he stands out from his peers who
are growing old ‘gracefully’. Diana in Waiting for God is seen as comic because she
refuses to passively accept institutional life. She is portrayed as a troublemaker
because she stirs up rebellion amongst the other residents who, before her arrival, had
been content to accept their fate. In One Foot in the Grave, Victor appears to use his
age to his advantage and, on the whole, gets away with subversive and outrageous
behaviour because he is old. We admire this behaviour because he challenges our
assumptions that older people are passive and dependent. Concomitantly, Victor
confirms our beliefs that older people are cantankerous and grumpy. A line from the
title song illustrates this paradox, ‘I'm set in my ways, but I can still misbehave...’
Grandpa Simpson sums up television’s images of later life: ‘I am disgusted at the
way old people are depicted on TV. We are not all fun-loving sex maniacs. Some of

us are bitter and resentful individuals’ (The Simpsons, BBC 2, May 1997).



Turning to academic work, many research studies appear to be undertaken either to
answer questions related to social or health policy or aimed at finding the strategies
needed to ‘adjust’ to a ‘good old age’ (Arber and Ginn, 1991). In their recent book,
Cultures of Ageing: Self, Citizen and the Body, Gilleard and Higgs argue that ‘social
gerontology remains tied to concerns over lack and need’ (2000:ix). Arber and Ginn
(1991) point out that whilst there has been extensive research in social policy
concerning older age, it has usually emphasised either the social and/or health
problems of older people or, more negatively, older people as a social problem.
Thompson (1992) supports this, pointing out that the majority of research studies
continue to focus on the problems and needs of older people as a group. It is argued
(cf. Bond and Coleman, 1990; Bernard and Meade, 1993), that this problem-
orientated approach may help to reinforce the popular perception of older age as a
time of passivity and dependency. This is not to say that social/health policy issues
should not be explored, but to argue that a balance is needed which takes into account

the wide variations in attitudes and circumstances of older people.

Sociological theories of older age also have tended to focus on the negative and may
have impacted on popular thinking. For example, in the first major attempt to
construct a theory about the older person’s relationship with society, Cumming and
Henry (1961) suggested that as people grew older they disengaged from society
socially and culturally. They argued that as this was a voluntary, natural process, the
meaning of their isolation is not problematic but part of an inevitable move towards
death, the ultimate disengagement. Consider the following scene from Men
Behaving Badly as an illustration of disengagement theory. It is from the episode
where Gary and Tony decided to get rid of their sofa because it was infested with

fleas. As they enjoyed a final slouch on the sofa, Gary said:

‘Have you noticed, people over about forty-eight, they’re not comfortable on a

sofa. They always want their own chair?’



To which Tony replied:
‘It’s sort of preparation for death isn’t it? They want their own vehicle’.
(‘Sofa’, series 6, episode 6, BBC1, 11.12.97).

The political economy approach has drawn attention to the impact of class in later
life, or rather, how people’s resources, such as income and capital affect their
experiences and status in older age. Gilleard and Higgs, critiquing structural
accounts of ageing argue that, ‘by establishing the dependent and disadvantaged
position of older people as their determined status, they reinforce the very image that
they criticise social policy for inducing’ (2000:14). Since the voices of older people
themselves are rarely heard in these analyses, paradoxically, they perpetuate the very
view they criticise; the homogeneity of older people (Bury, 1995). Further,
Phillipson (1998) points out that political economy has been accused of neglecting
the wider issues of meaning and purpose in the lives of older people. That is, by
emphasising issues surrounding employment, retirement and pensions, moral and

existential issues are overlooked.

An important contribution to the debate regarding the portrayal of older people in the
social gerontological literature is made by Hazan (1994) in his book Old Age:
Constructions and Deconstructions in which he contends that current ideas about
older people as they are presented in western society, inaccurately depict their
essential qualities and lived experiences. The perpetuation of the social category of
‘the old’ as a ‘problem’ from which ‘solutions’ are to be sought, has led to (even if
this is unintentional) a denigration and isolation of older people. Hazan (1994)
believes that this has a dehumanising effect, which can lead to older people being

treated as a separate species.



New images for old?

In an attempt to deconstruct the negative images of older age, positive images of
older people have been promoted (although it is important to note that positive
images are not new (Katz, 1995). This emphasis on the positive, is epitomised in the
term ‘The Third Age’, described by Laslett as a period of ‘leisure, independence and
education’ (1989:91). The aim of many ‘Third Agers’ is to revolutionise and
transform ‘the old image of age’ (Friedan, 1993:549). Positive images of older age
may be seen, for example, through photographic and/or autobiographical accounts of
older people (such as the Centre for Policy on Ageing’s study of Centenarians,
Dalley, 1997) and through research that lends support to the adage ‘young at heart’
(Kaufman, 1986; Thompson et al., 1990). Positive images of older age are also
reflected in the upbeat titles of Friedan’s (1993) The Fountain of Age, Rowe’s (1994)
Time on Our Side and Martz’s (1996) anthology of later life, Grow Old Along With
Me The Best Is Yet To Be. Organisations such as Age Concern and Help the Aged,
speak out against ageist language and challenge negative stereotypes of later life. In
1997, Age Resource (a wing of Age Concern) asked Mick Jagger to be one of its
patrons in an attempt to promote what it thought would be a more positive image. A
spokesperson for the charity said that it was looking for ‘interesting, attractive older
people who haven’t let age stop them’ to become figureheads (reported in The Times,

21.8.97).

Ginn and Arber (1995:8) set-out the argument that in post-modern society, as social
age is becoming more fluid; norms as to the timing of work and education have
become more blurred (Ghazi and Jones, 1997) or should be (Laslett, 1989), whilst
leisure activities are less closely associated with chronological age than in the past,
thus promoting a more positive view of older age. Older age is used to sell certain
commodities and to promote a particular lifestyle, for example, Saga holidays and the
development of retirement villages (for example, see Laws’ (1997) writing regarding
American Sun City retirement communities). Gilleard (1996) considers the role of
contemporary consumer culture in ‘creating new ways of being ‘old’’. Adult
identities, he states, now are being defined ‘as much as by how people spend their

time and money as by the goods and services they can produce’ (Gilleard, 1996:489;



cf. Moody, 1993; Featherstone and Wernick, 1995). Gilleard and Higgs argue that in

post-modern society:

The cultural space in which people live is broader, more complex, more
contradictory and in many ways richer than ever before. The emphasis upon
choice that is the hallmark of consumer society raises continuous questions
over self and identity - who am [I; what do I want; what represents my best

interests...?’
(2000:7).

Sawchuk points out that since a growing number of retired people are able to participate
in the consumer culture, (for example, the cosmetic and travel industries), older people
who were once viewed as ‘sexless, senile, crotchety, frail and unhappy’ are now seen as
a major new market segment (1995:177). To illustrate, a current cinema advertisement
for a credit card depicts an elegant and physically fit older couple celebrating their silver
wedding anniversary by touring the palaces of Rajastan. However, whilst Gilleard
subsequently argues that such an image of older age means that ‘both the status ascribed
to older people and the lifestyle created during retirement are less structured than
before’ (1996:495), Sawchuk takes care to add ‘provided they have money to spend’
(1995:177). This caveat may be clearly demonstrated by the élitist assumptions of the
June edition of Tatler magazine (1997) which proclaimed ‘nothing is impossible,
however old you are’. For those about to face their sixty-five birthday, the magazine
recommends studying water-colours in Italy and having an affair with your teacher; at
sixty-seven, taking up smoking and striking dramatic poses at parties and at any age
whatsoever buying Levi 501s. ‘The (plastic surgeon’s) knife is OK, blonding is OK and

wearing jeans is more than OK’ (Tatler, June 1997).

Such sentiments may have influenced the view of Vincent et al. who suggest that a
new stereotype of older people is emerging, the main characteristics of which are
‘affluent lifestyles, hedonism and unfairly taking advantage of the welfare system’
(2000:235).



They argue that this stereotype promotes the view that:

Whilst younger people have to work to pay social security benefits for an ever-
increasing ageing population, older people themselves are living it up,

travelling and playing golf

(Vincent et al., 2000:253).

In addition, such images have fuelled debate about ‘intergenerational conflict’ (see

for example, Walker and Maltby, 1997).

It may be questioned, therefore, whether the positive image of later life has replaced
the negative at all; it might have replaced it with yet another stereotype or merely
deferred it. For example, advertisements aimed at the newly retired tend to
emphasise the need to buy goods, take-up insurance, go on holiday while there is still
time to enjoy these things, thus implying that there will come a time when, for
example, frailty or ill-health may preclude them. It would seem that the value of
post-modern perspectives is in challenging what counts as knowledge of ageing and
thus enabling a fresh look at older age; they aid our understanding, rather than
supersede structural accounts of ageing. Both approaches are important since they
reveal the diversity of later life and ensure that neither the positive or negative image

predominates.

The ‘ambiguity of ageing’

Bringing together these seemingly conflicting images of older age helps us to see the
ambiguity of ageing. Undoubtedly, for some older people, life is pretty miserable,
particularly for those who suffer from poverty and/or ill health (Victor, 1991) and for
highly dependent older people, most of them aged eighty and over (Jefferys, 1990; cf.
Dalley, 1997). Laslett himself concedes that the ‘principles and ideas of Third Age
living are a mockery for the poorer old, who have been and lamentably still are, so
large a proportion of those in retirement’ (1989:91). It may be argued, therefore, that
to depict later life in an overwhelmingly positive light denies the many cumulative or

life-long experiences of some older people and represses important issues in old age



(Cole, 1992; Katz, 1995). For some people, later life will be a continuation of
unhappy youth and middle age, for a variety of reasons (Johnson, 1991:3). Tatler
(June, 1997) magazine’s proclamation that ‘nothing is impossible, however old you
are’, may apply to their readers, but what about the one million older people who live
below the official poverty line (Walker and Maltby, 1997)? This raises the old
question as to whether the consumer culture is driven more by economic interests
than by choice (Jamieson and Victor, 1997). Furthermore, Featherstone and Wernick
contest that the consumer culture’s message of positive ageing is ‘essentially one of
denial, keep smiling and carry on consuming’ (1995:10). Bytheway states, however,
that ‘there are ways of being positive which do not promote idealised scenarios and
unreal beliefs” (1995:128). Hence, Age Resource’s desire to adopt ‘interesting,
attractive older people’ as their patrons, although well intentioned, may be misplaced.
Certainly, being positive does little to help those older people who find their
everyday lives difficult. Social gerontologists can learn for commentators writing

about disability in this respect. Morris, who is herself disabled, argues that:

When the life of a disabled person is publicised in a supposedly positive way, it
is generally done in such a way to set them up on a pedestal, setting them apart

from the rest of us by the ‘isn’t she or he wonderful?’ attitude
(1991:184).

This, Morris believes, does disabled people a disservice since it denies the everyday

experiences of a disabled person:

All of us experience difficulties because of our disability and we all struggle
against these difficulties. We can draw strength from the experience of others

but only as long as they are not set apart as exceptional
(1991:184).

In terms of later life, Rich has posited that to reject the reality of older age, to
proclaim ‘I’m only as old as I feel’, means that she sees herself as ‘exceptional’
(MacDonald and Rich, 1983). “Exceptional is a dangerous defence. It means that a

single slip can trigger off ‘old”> (MacDonald and Rich, 1983:56). It is better, Rich



implies, to ‘look old age in the eye’ and to acknowledge the problems and the

satisfactions that later life may bring.

Friedan makes a similar point:

I started my quest for the fountain of age by simply looking for people who
seemed to be ‘vitally aging’ as compared with the image of deterioration and
decline that seemed to be the norm. Not geniuses like Picasso or Casals or
Einstein, but my own friends and neighbors, and men and women in other
cities, who were facing the realties of aging with new and different patterns of

purpose and intimacy

(1993:34).

Friedan is unable to recognise herself in the images of ageing she sees around her.
Cohen (1994) argues that this reveals the ‘ambiguity of ageing’, something which we
should accept, rather than attempt to solve, and something which, according to
Minois (1989) has characterised older age throughout time. Clearly, there is a need
for some sort of balance, to recognise that there are enormous variations in the health,
mobility, social activity, attitudes and circumstances of individuals of all ages,
including older people (Jefferys, 1989). The paradoxical nature of older age may be
better understood, if we regard older people as ‘ordinary’, if we explore with them,

their everyday, commonplace, experiences.

The experience of ageing

Featherstone and Wernick argue that:

It is only from the limited amount of ethnographically sensitive research that

we get glimpses of the actual practises and experiences of being old

(1995:2).

10



Jerrome (1992) concurs, maintaining that the experience of ageing, as lived by older
people themselves, has been obscured by social gerontologists. For example, in his
book Reconstructing Old Age, Phillipson’s main argument is that post-modern
society has brought ‘a period of crisis in respect of the identity of elderly people’
(1998:2). He contests that the combined impact of changes to pensions, employment
and retirement, and intergenerational relations has ‘placed doubt on the meaning and
purpose of growing old’ (1998:3). In putting forward his thesis, however, Phillipson
does not attempt to seek the views of older people themselves nor does he cite
research that has looked at the lived experience of later life. This seems a major
limitation to his argument, given that his claims centre around the issues of identity,

meaning and purpose in older age.

The images we are presented with regarding older age are based, at best, on partial
information, rather than the full diversity of people’s lived experiences (Harrison,
1983). This raises the question as to whether older people themselves recognise the
various images of later life around them. The focus should be on older people’s lived
experiences and their ideas and attitudes regarding ageing, as opposed to the ideas or

cultural expectations about later life found in society. For:

ageing and older age are certainly real, but they do not exist in some natural
realm, independently of the ideals, images and social practices that

conceptualise and represent them
(Cole, 1992, xxii).

Hence, in agreement with, for example, Johnson (1976) Jerrome (1992) and Hazan
(1994), 1 maintain that a great deal of the research concerning older age is lacking,
since few studies have as their starting-point older people’s views and experiences of
ageing and do not attempt to understand the ways in which knowledge about ageing
is produced and perpetuated. It needs to be asked, for instance, whether the issues
researchers seek to explore really concern older people themselves. As Ray (1996)
asserts, we need to find out to what extent the lived experiences of older people fit
into the making of knowledge in gerontology. Otherwise, we are in danger of

theorising as if we were above those who we attempt to understand, we may distance

11



ourselves from those we wish to serve and, ultimately, do them a disservice. Johnson
argues that ‘we do social welfare 7o old people and not with them’ (1976:100). |
would argue that we theorise about older people, we impose our theories on them,
rather than using their experiences and their knowledge as the basis for ‘our’ theories

about later life.

Schratz and Walker perceive ‘theory as implicit in every social action, not simply the
concern of academic theorists’ (1995:105). Hence, rather than seeking to replace
these everyday theories with those considered to be better, they seek to ‘explicate and

understand them’ (Schratz and Walker, 1995:105). Gubrium and Wallace state:

...theory is not something exclusively engaged in by scientists. Rather, there
seem to be two existing worlds of theory in human experience, one engaged by
those who live the experiences under consideration, and one organised by those

who make it their professional business systematically to examine experience

(1990:146-147).

In Hazan’s view, prevailing theories of ageing and later life are inadequate and the
language of social science insufficient for understanding ‘the parameters of
signification among the old’ (1994:50). Since understanding of ageing is culturally
relative and socially diverse, instead of accepting sociological and social references
to ageing and older people as given, Hazan (1994) has encouraged a more reflective
awareness of the subject. To understand later life more fully, he suggests that those
concerned with older age, should explore ‘their’ culture, not ‘our theories’ and
attempt to understand the ambivalent character of the inner and outer experiences of
older age. Hazan (1994) proposes that one way of investigating the world of older
people is through a study of time categories and the meaning of time - be it

biographical, daily, experimental or cyclical.

Hazan (1994), however, does not make it clear how researchers are supposed to
undertake an exploration of older people’s experiences and feelings. He also omits to
point out that theories of ageing do not necessarily go against older people’s
experiences. Nevertheless, it is clear that older age may be more roundly understood

if researchers concerned with older age heed Hazan’s advice and commence their

12



research by investigating the everyday experiences of older people and to use these
as guiding principles to their theories and research. Indeed, Bytheway argues that
researchers concerned with the experience of ageing, should always ground theories
of ageing in the everyday lives and views of older people themselves (1996:78). This

can be achieved only if we seek to hear their voice.

The study

Accepting the above, I listened to older people’s stories; to encourage what Gubrium
and Wallace (1990) call ‘ordinary’ theorising about older age. In so doing, I sought
to address the key question: how far are socio-cultural expectations, stereotypes and
sociological theories, as they relate to ageing and later life, reflected in the
experiences and attitudes of older people? Since the intent is to use my doctoral
research as a foundation for future work in studies that encourage, and enable, older
people to become more central to the research process, the potential of biographical

methods for encouraging a more participatory approach was investigated also.

It was envisaged that the study would advance existing knowledge by contributing to
our knowledge of the individual’s lived experience of ageing and later life and
through identifying subsequent implications for the way in which research

concerning older people’s lives is conducted.

The main methodological chapter, Chapter two, ‘Biographical research: life stories
and later life’, reviews the broader literature on biography and biographical methods
and their use in social gerontology; it examines the appropriateness or otherwise of
life stories to investigate how older people perceive themselves and feel about later
life; and considers the strengths and weaknesses of biographical approaches.
Discussion of biographical and other studies on ageing is integrated into chapters

four to seven, based on the findings of the present study.

Chapter three, ‘Telling Stories: older people’s and a researcher’s accounts’,
describes how the biographical approach - as used in the present study - was
translated into practice and investigates the research process both in terms of my

own and, to a more limited extent, participants’ perceptions. | begin by describing
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how the research was undertaken in terms of the recruitment and characteristics of
participants, data collection and analysis and ethical considerations. I go on to
reflect on how my own pre-occupations concerning older age may have impacted on
the research process, to explore the relationship between myself and participants
and, to a lesser extent, describe participants’ feelings and attitudes towards telling

their stories.

In chapter four, ‘Looking Back’, I discuss the appropriateness or otherwise of
encouraging older people to look back at the past and describe the actual process of
looking at the past in terms of participants’ perceptions and how the past was recalled
and constructed in people’s stories. I argue that it is important to be aware of the
positive as well as the negative aspects of encouraging people to look back.
Researchers and others should be sensitive to people’s diverse needs and wishes,

acknowledging that not all people will want to or be able to reminisce.

In chapter five, ‘Growing older: the good the bad and the ugly’, participants’
perceptions of growing older are investigated and analysed. The first section of the
chapter begins by discussing the often cited phrase ‘I don’t feel old’ and goes on to
offer possible explanations as to why participants may have felt this way. The
second section of the chapter, describes the ways in which participants tended to
disassociate themselves from the category ‘old’. Participants’ views were expressed
through the positive and negative meanings that they ascribed to the process of

ageing and were given fuller meaning when set in the context of their lives.

Chapter six, ‘Freedoms, opportunities and constraints in later life’, describes the
sense of freedom participants enjoyed in later life compared to their younger years as
their work and familial commitments decreased. The more negative experiences of
later life, mainly due to a decline in physical capabilities and financial constraints are
also described. It will be seen how these constraints did not always impact on
participants’ everyday lives in an anticipated way. Rather than being disadvantaged
and dependent, as structural approaches to older age emphasise, participants showed
great resilience and determination. Further, they spoke overwhelmingly of their

participation in society, through the numerous activities in which they were engaged
and the help that they offered to others.
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Chapter seven, ‘Looking Forward’, discuses how participants’ views demonstrate
that older people do think about the future. On the one hand, participants anticipated
the future in terms of worrying about becoming ill or dependent and how this
affected their plans for the future. Some participants also described their attitudes
towards death. On the other hand, participants referred to anticipating future events
or activities such as the millennium, wedding anniversaries and holidays, and looked
forward in a literal sense to living longer, planning for the future, and passing their
experiences on to the next generation. It is argued that the fact that older people do
think about the future has important implications both for social and health policy

and provision and for the ways in which older people are perceived.

In the concluding chapter, the main findings of the study are brought together and
examined and the implications discussed. It reflects first on participants’ views and
experiences of later life and, secondly, on the potential of using biographical

approaches in research and health and social care practice.
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Chapter Two
BIOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH: LIFE STORIES AND LATER LIFE

Man is the storytelling animal...He has to go on telling stories... As long as

there’s a story, it’s all right

Graham Swift, Waterland

The unexamined life is not worth living

Socrates

Introduction

In this chapter I explore and justify the use of biographical approaches. I commence
with a review of biographical research in the social sciences and proceed to describe
its use in social gerontology. Specifically, I focus on the use of life stories to look at
how older people perceive themselves and feel about later life and consider the
strengths and weaknesses of the approach in theoretical and methodological terms. [
argue that, despite the ‘turn to biographical methods’ across academic disciplines
(Chamberlayne et al., 2000), social gerontology would benefit from a greater focus on
listening to older people’s accounts of their lives: lives made up of a complex of

experiences and views which are the culmination of a whole lifetime.

Biographical research

Terminology

Increasingly, social scientists have sought methodologies that enable them to explore
the lived world and to reveal how ordinary people experience everyday life
(Wallace, 1994). Biographical research is one approach that allows researchers to

study how experience is assigned meaning by the individual. The term biographical

research encompasses a variety of methods, such as the analysis of life stories, my
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chosen method; the development of life histories and case studies; oral histories;

reminiscence; and the life review.

Although under the general rubric of ‘biographical research’, the above terms are
interchanged quite freely in the literature, it is useful to try and distinguish between
them. Life histories supplement people’s own accounts of their lives with, for
example, information gained from conversations with significant others, and/or
examination of historical papers, official papers, photographs, diaries and media
reports (Plummer, 1983). The primary aim of oral histories is ‘to capture the detail
of the past, to discover and document how it was lived’ (Cornwell and Gearing,
1989). Oral historians therefore focus their interviews on memories of childhood
and youth and insights into ageing are obtained incidentally (Thompson, 1992).
Reminiscence involves the recollection of past events and feelings without any
attempt to be thorough about the life course, (Booth and Booth, 1998). The life
review is a process of reflection in which people evaluate their own past from their
perspective in the present (Booth and Booth, 1998). The terms life history, life
review and reminiscence all convey the impression that the past is the central focus,
rather than the present or future. In contrast, life stories - narrated by people giving
accounts of their whole life time, or part of it, but written by another (Bertaux, 1981)
- uncover much more than people’s past lives. They allow an exploration of the
most recent past - which Thompson (1992) argues has remained the least subject to
serious research by either historians or sociologists - the present and people’s plans
and future concerns (see also, Bertaux, 1981; Cohler, 1988; Kohli, 1981; 1986). As
Gearing and Dant (1990) point out, the particular biographical research method
employed varies with the particular purpose or foci of the study.

The term life story will be used to describe my own research method but, for
simplicity’s sake, the description of biographical research to follow will discuss the
various approaches found in the literature. This seems justified given that
biographical methods share a number of common characteristics which will be

delineated below.

17



Origins

Biographical research has had a rather chequered history in social science research.
According to Armstrong (1987), Thomas and Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant in
Europe and America (originally published 1918-20) was the first major sociological
life history. They used biography and letters to describe the story of Wladek, a
Polish peasant, and viewed the life history as the ‘perfect’ type of sociological
material. However, the approach never achieved the prominence that Thomas and
Znaniecki sought for it, despite being developed and used by the Chicago group of
sociologists in the 1920s and 1930s. This decade saw the publication of several life
histories - mainly concerned with criminology. These include Shaw’s three books:
The Jack Roller (1930); The Natural History of a Delinquent Career (1931); and
Brothers in Crime (1936). Thereafter, the approach fell into general disuse until the
1960s and 1970s, when the life history was revived in several works including:
Lewis’ description of family life and poverty in Mexico and Puerto Rico (1964;
1968); Bogdan’s account of the life of Jane Fry, a transsexual (1974); a study of
heroin addicts (Rettig et al., 1977); and a study of a woman dying of cancer (Strauss
and Glaser, 1977). From the start of the 1980s, scholars across disciplines
increasingly have promoted the approach and recommended biographical methods as
potentially useful research tools to explore the lived world and to reveal how
ordinary people experience everyday life (cf. Faraday and Plummer, 1979; Bertaux,
1981; Plummer 1983; and Armstrong, 1987).

More recently, Chamberlayne et al. (2000), following Giddens (1991), point to the
‘turn to reflexivity’ in post-modern societies as a main influence on biographical
approaches. They believe that ‘an increasing emphasis on self-construction, life
review and the fashioning of identity’ has impacted on biographical work

(Chamberlayne, 2000:6). Chamberlayne et al. argue that:

Tracing reflexivity in the process of interviewing and being interviewed has
resulted in the exposure of often quite raw emotions, misconceptions and even
traumatic remembering, bringing oral history and biographical work close to an

identification with therapeutic processes (see Sociology 1993 and Oral History,
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1998). ...adding a critical personal edge to what had earlier been defined as
simply ‘history’, ‘society’ or ‘policy’
(2000:6).

Biographical approaches in social gerontology

In the field of social gerontology, interest in biographical approaches was stimulated
by Johnson’s (1976) paper, That was your life: a biographical approach to later life.
Johnson criticises social gerontology (as it had developed up to the 1970s) on two
main fronts: first, sociological theories of older age tend to focus on the common
characteristics of older people’s lives, rather than the diversity of older individual’s
lives and experiences. Secondly, most research studies in gerontology and
professional assessments of older people by health and social service agencies, focus
on the problems of older age, as defined by an external observer, rather than seeking
older people’s own subjective concerns and accounts of their life experience. In
short, Johnson argues that the majority of gerontological research ignores the
meaning of older people’s lived experiences and fails to allow older people a role in
defining their own needs. In contrast, Johnson believes that biographical approaches
recognise that later life is a continuing process, rather than an event or stage. He
describes how lives are constructed around many different threads - education, work,
family, and hobbies - which may be explored through life stories. Through
biographical interviews, Johnson maintains, social theorists, researchers and
professionals, may better understand the different ways individuals experience ‘old
age’ and their current satisfactions and problems. Johnson therefore not only
emphasises the need for research to be based on the lived experiences of older

people, but that care and intervention should be based on these individual insights.

Compared to the United Kingdom, in the United States, biographical approaches
appear to have had more influence on researchers concerned with older age.
Gubrium has been prominent in advocating biographical approaches to later life in
America. His work focuses on the social construction of older age and explores how
narration and discourse are affected by social situations and cultural rules (cf.
Gubrium, 1986 and 1993). Other examples of researchers from the United States

who have employed a biographical perspective include: Elder (1974), who examined
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the formative influence of being a child at the time of the Great Depression; Rowels
(1978), who employed the biographical approach to study the geographical
dimensions of ageing; Erikson (1982; 1984; Erikson et al., 1986), who used life
history research to explore his theory of individual development through life and the
need for integration of personality in later life; Unruh (1983), who used taped
accounts to chart the profiles and the integration of the social world of older people;
Whitbourne’s (1986) study of the subjective experience of ageing through life
stories; Matthews (1986), who used oral histories to study Friendships Through the
Life Course; and Kaufman (1986) who undertook life story interviews in order to
explore the issues of continuity and meaning in old age. More recently, an edited
collection of Myerhoff’s writing, Remembered Lives: the Work of Ritual,
Storytelling and Growing Older (1992) was published. It was based on several
research projects undertaken by Myerhoff in the 1970s and includes an empirical

study of ‘ethnicity and aging’.

Thompson (1992) has stated that the growing acceptance in the policy field of
listening to the voices of older people as users of health and social services is one
reason why there has been a renewed interest in the biographical approach amongst
social gerontologists in the UK. Thompson (1992) believes that the willingness to
listen to users has been further strengthened by the expanding therapeutic use of
reminiscence by health and social workers and others. Accounts and reviews of work
in these respective areas lend support to these views (Coleman, 1986a and 1986b;
Oral History special issues, 1989 and 1998; Haight, 1991; Bornat, 1994; Gibson,
1994; Jarvis, 1998; Broadbent, 1999).

In health and social care, biographical approaches have been used in order to elicit
the views and preferences of older users regarding service provision and delivery and
for assessment and care planning. Such research includes: Johnson, di Gregario and
Harrison’s (1980) study which involved collecting life histories from older people in
receipt of meal-on-wheels in order to ascertain their nutritional preferences; Blaxter’s
(1983) research regarding women’s perceptions of disease; Ever’s (1984) study
which used life stories to elicit older women’s self perceptions of dependency;
Cornwell and Gearing’s (1989) study which used biographical interviews to examine

health beliefs in later life; and Aronson’s (1990) study on women’s perspectives as
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informal carers (see also, Johnson et al., 1988; Haight, 1988; Boulton et al., 1989;
Dant and Gully, 1994; Admi, 1995; Adams, 1984; Adams, et al., 1998; Wells, 1998;
Warren and Maltby, 1998).

In addition to applied research, there are examples of research studies that utilise
biographical approaches in the way Johnson (1976) seemed to intend. First, they
recognise ‘the uniqueness of the human biography’ (Johnson, 1976:106), rather than
viewing older people as a homogenous group. Secondly, they acknowledge that the
‘interests and wishes of older people are not created from nothing at the moment of
retirement’, but are ‘the culmination of a whole life which has sculpted their present
problems and concerns’ (Thompson, 1992:24). One such example, is Taylor and
Ford’s (1981) longitudinal research concerning the life experiences of older people in
Aberdeen. Taylor and Ford describe the ‘seemingly endless diversity’ of life style
patterns found amongst the older people they interviewed (1981). Thompson, et al.’s
study, I Don’t Feel Old: the Experience of Later Life (1990) looked at older people’s
everyday lives. Part of their research involved analysing life stories as narrated by
older people and supports Taylor and Ford’s (1981) study in revealing the diversity
of life styles in later life. Thompson et al. found that later life - like life at any age -
has its problems, but what came over most forcibly from the biographical accounts
they collected was ‘a powerfully continuing ability to seize or create changes for
fulfilment’, whether in work, leisure, or relationships (1990:45). Life story work
from a feminist perspective also reveals the diversity of older people’s lives (for
example, Hemmings, 1985; Ford and Sinclair, 1987; Neild and Pearson, 1992; and
Chambers, 1994 and 1998). These accounts show both the difficulties that women
have faced - throughout their lives - and their resourcefulness. As Bernard and Mead
comment, they demonstrate how an exploration of older women’s daily lives and

past experiences:
Help us to understand more fully the choices and constraints (both individually
and socially constructed) under which we all attempt to fashion our current

lifestyles

(1993:17).
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Examples of further studies that employed biographical approaches, include di
Gregario’s (1986a and 1986b; 1987) research, based on the life histories of a group
of older people in Leeds; Humphrey’s socio-historical study of older people’s life
experiences in a Durham ex-mining town (1993a and 1993b); Moloney’s (1995)
analysis of older women’s stories of ‘being strong’; Reed and Payton’s (1996) study
which looked at how older people adapted to life in nursing and residential homes;
Coleman et al.’s (1998) study which examined the persistence of life themes in later
life; and the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) funded project which
focused on the effects of family change on the life of older people and used a life

history approach to interviewing (Bornat et al., 1998;1999;2000).

Despite the studies outlined above, biographical approaches have been less
systematically used for the study of later life in Britain than might have been
expected, given Johnson’s (1976) enthusiasm. Fennell et al. state that the approach
has ‘..been longer on advocacy than in the production of results’ (1988:78).
Thompson (1992) supports this, pointing out that, despite Johnson’s (1976) critique,
the majority of research studies, including those from a biographical perspective,
continue to focus somewhat narrowly on the problems and needs of older people as a

group, rather than on the diversity of older people’s lives and experiences.

The apparent paucity of research concerning older people’s everyday lives and the
meaning of older people’s lived experiences, leads Thompson (1992) to argue that
research into ‘ordinary’ ageing has hardly started in Britain. Indeed, in November
1996, the editors of a special issue on ‘Ageing, Biography and Practice’ in Ageing
and Society, still had cause to point out, to their apparent regret, that ‘the ‘inner’
experiences of later life and ageing have been ‘left relatively untouched’ by
researchers in gerontology (Ruth and Kenyon, 1996b:653). They argue that more
studies are needed ‘to integrate the philosophical base for biography with research
methods exemplified by empirical studies and also insights from gerontological
practice’ (1996b:654).
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Why choose biographical approaches?

The theoretical orientation within which biographical approaches were originally
developed was symbolic interactionism, which highlights the symbolic, processual
and interactive nature of reality and its social construction, grounded in pragmatism

(Armstrong 1987). Faraday and Plummer state:

The life history technique and its ally, symbolic interactionism, are not so much
concerned with grasping the totality either of structures or personality, as they
are concerned with depicting the immediate lived experience as actual members

in everyday society grasp them
(1979:779).

Yet this may limit the potential of biographical approaches to explore the interplay
of the individual and society, of biography and history and of the individual and their
social world (Armstrong, 1987). Biographical approaches recognise that individuals
operate within certain social and cultural limits, but place emphasis on the
individual’s definition of later life. This adopts the phenomenological perspective
whereby the individual is the starting point for studying the ways in which
individuals conform to or deviate from common assumptions about later life and
how they negotiate the rules and roles of social life. It also attempts to locate
individuals in their overall life experience as well as the wider socio-historical
contexts in which they live. In short, the actions of individuals are reflected in their
life stories and those of others, but equally, their experiences reflect other variables
(such as their gender, class, race, ethnicity) which have impinged upon them and
moulded or constrained their experiences and actions (Bernard and Meade, 1993).
As Lather contests, ‘a central challenge to the interpretative paradigm is to recognise
that reality is more than negotiated accounts - we are both shaped by and shapers of

our world’ (1986:269). Similarly, Ryff argues:

The key challenge... becomes that of finding the balance, of putting together
the inner experiences and intentional activities of the individual with the
options and limits of the surrounding world

(1986:62).
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Biographical approaches can do this, by forming ‘a bridge between the individual
and society’ (Booth and Booth, 1998:5). Such approaches recognise that individuals
operate within certain social and cultural limits, but place emphasis on the
individual’s definition of, in this case, later life. Lives are lived in a socio-cultural
context, the life story is constructed from that context and this allow us to see how
socio-cultural sources are employed in the formulation of people’s self-image,

together with their perceptions, values and beliefs (Kaufman, 1986).

Life stories

In Kohli’s (1981) view, the essential characteristics of biographical approaches are
two-fold: first, the life story, as it unfolds in the autobiography, is relevant as a
structure of experience, of meaning.  Secondly, the autobiography, as a
comprehensive view of the narrator’s life - is the foundation on which this life can be
understood by others (Kohli, 1981:63). Life stories are narrative accounts of a
person’s life, in part, or as a whole, delivered orally by the person themselves

(Bertaux, 1981).

For Allport, the value of such approaches is straightforward:

If we want to know how people feel: what they experience and what they
remember, what their emotions and motives are like, and the reasons for acting

as they do - why not ask them?
(1942:37).

However, Allport’s statement is too simplistic since it fails to address those people
who, for a variety of reasons - learning difficulties, mental health problems,
dementia, dysphasia/aphasia - may not find it easy to tell their stories (some of these
issues are addressed in chapter three, section, ‘Less articulate/confused participants’).
Perhaps, then, Denzin’s statement is preferable to Allport’s. Denzin states that the
goal of the life story is to reveal how ordinary people give meaning to their lives, but
adds the caveat, ‘within the limits and freedom available to them’ (1986:17). Denzin
appears to be referring here both to people’s lives in general and the possible limits

on them of telling their stories. That said (as the quotations from Swift (1983) and
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Socrates at the beginning of this chapter suggest), telling stories is a large part of the
human activity that makes society possible. Myerhoff (1978) has called human
beings homo narrans - humankind the storytellers. We tell stories for a variety of
reasons, including to: gossip, spread rumours, plan, make excuses, explain our
motives and actions, give evidence; become acquainted with others, reveal intimacies
and conduct our social lives (McCall, 1990:145-146). Yet whilst McCall (1990)
argues that storytelling is a major way in which people develop shared
understandings and interact in society, Kenyon feels that in western society,
storytelling is not usually a naturally occurring event. On the contrary, he states, ‘it
is unusual for a person to take the time to listen and to tell one’s story to oneself or to
another’ (Kenyon, 1996a:34). The concept of the ‘naturalness’ or otherwise of
telling one’s story is developed in chapter three, section ‘Thinking and talking about
the past’. If storytelling is not a ‘naturally occurring event’ there are also ethical
implications in using life story approaches in research (see chapter three section,

‘Ethical Considerations’).

Life stories can undoubtedly be employed to explore aspects of lives that are hard to
document by any other means, inaccessible areas that may be difficult to convey in a
few words in answer to a specific question or by ticking a box in a questionnaire.
Cormnwell and Gearing used biographical interviews with older people in order to
encourage people to talk about their health beliefs and views of medicine and the
health care system because they state, ‘these are subjects which tend to be seen as
‘matters of common-sense’; people often believe that they do not have anything to
say about them and find it hard to respond to general questions’ (1989:36). If an
individual is asked a general question about their health or social care needs, they
might find it hard to think of an answer, however, in the course of telling a story
about an aspect of their lives, these needs might be revealed (cf. Chamberlayne,

1999).
Di Gregario argues that life stories convey ‘the richness and depth of a life’ that

‘adds flesh to a study which the aims of more conventional sociology necessitate

laying bare the bones for analysis’ (1987:328). A further strength of biographical
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approaches is that they tend to produce more readable and therefore, more accessible

studies, particularly if they succeed in capturing:

The full flavour of the speech of the people, the slang, the nuances, the
hesitations, the laughter and the tears. Autobiographies based on tape
transcriptions present living documents of a type that are difficult to match by

any other method

(Lewis, 1968:250).

This is evident in much life story work with older people, for example, the Centre for
Policy on Ageing’s interviews with centenarians (Dalley, 1997) and indeed, in the
many oral accounts of life stories on television and radio in the year leading up to the
millennium celebrations (for example, Woman’s Hour, BBC Radio Four). In
addition, the Age Exchange Reminiscence project has a theatre company which
performs plays and musicals based on the writings of older people and the
biographical approach has been used in drama-documentaries about later life (Black
Daises for the Bride, BBC2, 1993), and in documentaries (Malcolm and Barbara: a
Love Story, 1TV, 1999; Dancing Inside, BBC2, 1999). Life stories convey to the
reader, the listener or viewer often in a very powerful way, the phenomenon under

study, facilitating understanding, and thereby informing action (Dex, 1991).

Applied research and health and social care practice

In terms of the use of biographical approaches in applied research and/or in health
and social care practice, it is evident that such approaches do not fracture life
experiences, but provide a means of evaluating the present, re-evaluating the past
and anticipating the future (Cotterill and Letherby, 1993:74). Looking ahead to the
future as well as looking back over their lives are potential ways by which people
can be encouraged to be active and intentional (Ryff, 1986; Dex, 1991). Although it
is important to acknowledge that a person’s past does not necessarily determine their
current status, their memories say much about who they were and currently are,

whilst their future aspirations or worries tell much of what they might become (Ryf¥,
1986).
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For practitioners, biographical approaches may thus inform assessment, planning and
evaluation. For example, Johnson et al. (1988) used biographical assessments to
inform care planning in community settings. They justified their approach by
arguing that the needs of the individual are not simply social or medical, but are
particular to their life history and current circumstances. The Distressed
Gentlefolk’s Aid Association (DGAA) commissioned the Centre For Policy on
Ageing (Dalley, 1997) to interview one hundred centenarians about their personal
experiences, recollections and philosophies. The association’s aim was two-fold: to
record new insights regarding later life and to inform their work in providing care to
older people in their residential and nursing homes and in supporting older people in
the community (Dalley, 1997). Adams et al. investigated the ways in which
encouraging older people to reminisce might contribute to care provision and
practice on two continuing care wards and found that such an approach ‘legitimises
talk for people who might otherwise not be listened to or whose feelings about
themselves and their care setting may go unheard’ (1998:39. See also Adams et

al.,1996).

The ways in which biographical approaches might help practitioners, in this case, the
nursing profession (cf. Adams, 1994; Schofield, 1994; Elipoulos, 1997; Jarvis, 1998;
Broadbent 1999), to see the person beyond their chronological age or physical needs,
was illustrated powerfully in the television drama Lost for Words (Yorkshire
Television, 1998), based on the book by Deric Longden about his mother (Longden,
1991). Towards the end of her life, Deric visits his mother in hospital. She has
suffered a stroke and is unable to care for herself. In his book, Longden described the

scene thus:

[ watched as two nurses changed her bedding - one either side of the bed. They
were talking over her, through her and round her. They talked of boy friends
and girl friends, never seeming to notice the old woman who had somehow
become mixed up with the sheets. She had lost all identity - she was just that

crabby old woman who lay on her side and faced the wall.

[ tried to paint a picture of the real woman behind those dead eyes. A woman

who rarely criticised and never envied, just simply loved almost everyone and
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everything. A woman who could perceive goodness even when it was well
hidden and who saw beauty in a cat with just one nostril and a single ear. But
the nurses only half listened - they were too young. What were they? Twenty?
Twenty-two? Would I have looked far beyond those eyes at that age? No, of

course I wouldn’t

(Longden, 1991:272).

Deric returns to the hospital the next day, bringing with him a photograph of his
mother at the age of eighteen; he places the photograph on the bedside locker. In the
photograph, she is tall and beautiful and wears a slim-fitting coat with a fur collar,

the nurses are fascinated by the photograph. Deric recalls that the nurses:

Picked up the photograph and saw for themselves just a glimpse of the real
woman behind the twisted tongue and the addled brain and they talked to her as
they changed her dressing. ... At the very least we had clawed back a little piece
of her identity. She was no longer something that had come along with the

bedding - she was the woman in the photograph.

(Longden, 1991:274).

Biographical approaches may be utilised in everyday care activities in order to
encourage a relationship between the practitioner and those with whom they work
and care that is centred on the individual’s needs and life perspectives (McCormack,
1996; Heliker, 1999). Such approaches may also have a positive effect on staff’s
attitudes toward those with whom they work as suggested by Murphy’s (2000)
exploratory study which examined the effect of life storybooks on staff attitudes to
nursing home residents with dementia (cf. Pietrukowicz, and Johnson, 1991).
Hanson et al., (2000) investigated the ways in which a biographical approach may be
used in transitional and long term care settings to improve the care of older people.
Focus groups undertaken towards the end of the project with staff who had worked
with life storybooks together with patients and their families, revealed that the
approach did help them to see the patient as a person and to understand the individual

more fully.
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The comments below were typical of staff’s feelings:

You get a better insight into the patient that you’re looking after. It’s not just a

medical condition: you get an insight into what they used to do years ago.

Your attitude changes. There was a patient who used to be a buffer lady and
when she used foul language if you didn’t know her you would think, ‘Well
she’s not very nice’. But once you got to know that’s her normal life and when
she’s f — ing and blinding that’s when she’s at her best, you don’t take it so

personally.

(Hanson et al., 2000:6-7).

Methodological Issues

Given the advantages of biographical approaches, it needs to be asked why such
approaches have not been used as extensively as might have been expected.
Methodological concerns are amongst the key reasons for this. Freeman and Krantz
(1980) contend that one of the explanations for what they call the ‘unfulfilled
potential’ of life history studies, is the attempt by social scientists to evaluate life
histories like other data - in terms of the traditional and standard criteria of
generalisability and representation, or, if these fail, as pilot studies in need of further
validations. Hence, they argue, there are those who see biographical research as
producing interesting stories, possibly with some literary value, but no more,
ultimately rejecting them because they have no generalisability and thus no real value

for the social sciences.

Representativeness and generalisation

Those who raise questions concerning the representativeness of an individual life,
raise doubts about considering an individual’s story in detail (cf. Allport, 1942). It is
this that raises the problem of reliability - of knowing the larger sample of which the
individual’s story is representative. For example, Faraday and Plummer (1979) ask,
how do we know that Bogdan’s (1974) life history study of a transsexual, Jane Fry, is

typical of transsexuals? They point out that even if, as Bertaux (1981) advocated, the
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researcher collects more than one life story, there is little possibility of undertaking
in-depth interviews with but a small ‘sample’ and the chances of ensuring that
sample, however randomly selected, is representative are unlikely. For Armstrong
(1987), the answer is that those who employ the approach should avoid the problem
of representativeness at the outset, by stating explicitly that they are not seeking to

generalise from individual’s life stories.

Booth and Booth concede that the use of biographical methods entails the loss of the
capacity for aggregation and statistical generalisation, but make a case for their

indicative power instead:

Formal methods of measurement are not capable of handling the
inconsistencies, contradictions, idiosyncrasies and complexities that
characterise this sort of interpretative data. Lives are not easily squeezed into
boxes. The strength of narrative methods is precisely that they provide a way
of accessing lives at the level of lived experience, which allows the

incorporation of feeling into knowing
(1998:58).

Perhaps therefore, we should question whether the concept of representativeness is a
misleading criteria by which to evaluate biographical research since that is not its
aim (Freeman and Krantz 1980:2). Moreover, in terms of looking at older people’s
lives, when research does claim to be representative, we need to ask: whom does it
really represent? As Geiger (1986) contends, the notion of representativeness takes
for granted that we already have knowledge about the culture in general against
which individuals can be evaluated. Yet, in common with feminist research, within
social gerontological research, it is precisely this assumption that commentators such
as Johnson (1976), Bytheway (1996), and Ruth and Kenyon (1996b) challenge in
noting the reluctance of researchers to explore the lived experiences of older people.
In many studies which seek to generalise, there is a tendency to use the term ‘old’,
grouping together older people who are well and leading active lives with those who

are frail and ill and in need of services.
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Jerrome argues:

The negative orientation to old age still emerges in the intellectual concerns of
gerontologists in Britain... The literature is dominated by accounts of poverty
and dependency ... The research problem is defined in terms of need; the
database is the needy. The ‘silent majority’ of elderly people who are
independent and self-supporting are not featured, are not of interest and, if the
literature is taken to reflect reality, hardly exist ... The meaning of ageing as it is
defined by participants is obscured. Very little contemporary research

addresses the issue of ageing from the elderly person’s point of view
(1992:3-4).

Schratz and Walker (1995) contest that the researcher’s task is ‘not to generate and
sustain generalisation, but to prevent it’. They point out that human thinking is too
ready to generalise and that one of the main functions for research is to ‘slow down

or even block this process’. Schratz and Walker’s aim is to:

Resist generalising, to scrutinise every statement for values, to search for blind
spots in our own perceptions in order to understand both the espoused theories
and theories-in-use of all those involved or implicated in a particular setting,

event or process

(1995:105).

However, Roy points out that a desire to emphasise and value the personal dimension
of biography, must not be at the expense of neglecting other aspects of the

biographical encounter:

As we strive to build an ethics capable of respecting personal originality, the
danger to be aware of is the seduction of a facile relativism that ignores the

bonds and the possibilities of our shared humanity
(1988:39).
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Sartre has argued that life-studies should seek to discover ‘the difference’ that sets
the individual apart from others, yet joins them in the ‘common epoch’ they share
with other people. (1963:137). Similarly, Kenyon (1996b) acknowledges that as
existential beings, people are unique, but believes that their stories are still,
borrowing from Randall (1995), genre-lizable and in this sense, then, lives may be
discussed in more general terms - ‘there are ties that bind’ (Kenyon, 1996b:670).
Booth and Booth (1998) who used a life story approach in their study of children
growing up with parents who had learning difficulties, followed ‘Scheherazade’s
dictum, that ‘one life is simply all lives lived separately’ as a means of making the

personal general’ (1998:58).

Further, Jerrome (1992) claims that the ‘over-reliance in survey methods of
investigation and statistical techniques, ignores the uniqueness of the individual
ageing experience’. She argues that social gerontologists tend to be concerned with
‘objective realities - those features which are easily measured’ thus subordinating
subjective experience of ageing to ‘objective accounts provided by youthful
researchers’ (1992:4). The introduction to section one of the Open University course
reader for An Ageing Society, recognises the value of personal accounts in the study

of gerontology:

It is for the very reason that the idea of an ageing society tends to be presented
as a matter of statistics, divorced from the experience of ageing and later life,

that we chose to start this reader with a collection of personal accounts

(Johnson and Slater, 1993:1).

Individual accounts may highlight or challenge statistics which otherwise seem
impersonal and general. Statistics showing the growth in number of older people are
presented largely in negative terms; the phase, ‘the problem of an ageing population’
trips off the lips of politicians and social commentators alike. The emphasis is
placed on what society can do about older people, rather than on what society can do
Jor or with/alongside older people. This fails to acknowledge the heterogeneity of
older people, the varied lives of older people, the positive aspects of older age,

indeed, what older people may offer society. Older people are the problem; common
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assumptions about older age and the structural organisations of society are hardly
questioned. A biographical approach may, to some extent, help to redress this, for,

as Mandelbaum notes:

Life history studies... emphasise the experiences and requirements of the
individual - how the person copes with society rather than how society copes

with the stream of individuals
(1973:177).

By listening to the voice of the individual, at least we can begin to challenge the
overwhelming negative and one-dimensional image of older people ‘as a mass of
needs bound together by the stigma of age’ (Hazan, 1994). My research does not
seek to generalise about older age, but rather to reveal the rich diversity of people’s
lives, experiences and views. One of the strengths of the biographical approach is in
‘slowing down the all-too-ready tendency to generalise by showing the full

complexity of lives in the world’ (Booth and Booth, 1998:153).

This is not to say that older people do not have anything in common. The question is
whether issues of commonality and difference are to do with chronological age or the
circumstances in which older people may find themselves. One chief advantage of
the biographical approach is that it provides a medium for exploring both the
idiosyncratic and shared aspects of ageing over the life course (Ruth and Kenyon,
1996a). As Sartre argues, the ways in which the life of individuals ‘enriches,
deviates from and makes concrete the common and uncommon beliefs and values of
their culture and their time must be revealed and interpreted’ (1963:137).
Humphrey’s (1993a) study, for example, shows how this may be undertaken in
practice. He describes how the life stories he collected ‘reflected the uniqueness of

the individual life and the communality of a shared culture’ (1993a:151).

Above all, biographical approaches encourage us to see older people as individuals,
with varied experiences and needs, as opposed to a homogenous group, ‘the aged’ or
‘the elderly’. It emphasises that ageing is not a once-for all event, but a process

(Thompson, 1992).
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Zarb states:

A common theme underlying the biographical approach to ageing is the
conceptual distinction between chronological age as an explanatory variable,
and ageing as a subjective experience... In other words, between ‘old age’ as a
category and ‘ageing’ as an experiential life process...

(1993:31).

Gilleard and Higgs (2000) distinguish between ‘ageing’ and ‘old age’. On the one
hand, they argue, old age, ‘remains an obdurately singular category - a future end that
most people chose to avoid however long their lives may be’, on the other hand, ‘the
experience of ageing is ‘fragmented’, part of the ‘plastic’ or ‘flexible’ lifecourse of
men and women in post-modern society’ (2000:2-3) (cf. Featherstone and Hepworth,

1989). Gilleard and Higgs elaborate:

Only in the late twentieth century has the idea emerged that human agency can
be exercised over how ageing will be expressed and experienced. The
assumption that individuals can choose the manner in which they wish to mark

out their lives is a radical break with the past

(2000:2-3).

Since the starting point is the individual, the biographical approach promotes this
idea; human agency can be exercised over how ageing will be articulated and
experienced. Further, since it stresses that ageing is a process, it allows for the
possibility that the later decades of life may be a time of on-going development and
self-determination, rather than a time of withdrawal and disengagement from society

(although this may well be the case, for some people).

Subjectivity

The subjectivity of biographical research, although often criticised as a weakness,
may be seen as a strength. Social contructionism provides a counterbalance to

positivism, which assumes that reality, is fixed and can be directly observed
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(Gubrium et al., 1994). Feminist and post-modernist theorists (Geiger, 1986;
Stanley, 1990a; Cotterill and Letherby 1993; Featherstone and Hepworth, 1991
Gilleard and Higgs, 2000) also have disputed notions of objectivity and contested
that approaches assumed to give a ‘true’ picture of ‘reality’ usually represent neither
truth or reality. Life stories are not the individual voice of a single person reflecting
on their life experiences, they are joint products created as social actors engage in
developing a situationally and culturally meaningful account of the narrator’s life
(Gubrium et al., 1994; Plummer, 1990; Freeman, 1979; Krantz, 1978). As Hare-
Mustin and Marecek state:

..our understanding of reality is a representation, not an exact replica...
Representations of reality are shared meanings, that derive from shared

language, history and culture

(1994:52).

Cotterill and Letherby (1993) argue that this provides some safeguard against the
notion of the ‘fixed person’ in the completed project. In any case, Bogdan and

Taylor assert:

Truth is an evasive concept. One person may describe an experience in one
way and another person may describe that same experience in quite another
way. Yet both may be ‘telling the truth’ according to their own perspectives:
their own interpretations, rationalisations, fabrications, prejudices and
exaggerations ... Just as different people may interpret the same things
differently, so too may the same person interpret things differently at different
times

(1975:9).

Bogdan and Taylor’s answer to this is to encourage the researcher to ‘cut through
common-sense understandings of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’. For, they argue, ‘what
appears to be false or inconsistent according to your perspective and your logic, may
not be according to your subjects’. They see the task of the researcher as being to

present individuals’ views of the world ‘for what they are’ (1975:11). That said, it is

35



important to ask that if the researcher is presenting these views, how can we be sure
that they have not distorted the individual’s intended meanings? This is discussed

further below, ‘Validity of biographical approaches’.

From this perspective, biographical research does not seek an objective
remembrance of the past at all, it does not seek the ‘facts’ of a person’s life.
Subjective perceptions, meaning and understanding are the focal point of the

research. As Booth and Booth point out, their interviews:

...were not intended to produce factually accurate or verifiable accounts of
lives; narratives whose details would stand up to cross-checking against

independent evidence or other source of information
(1998:17).

Rather, life stories are used and valued for studying how life is seen and experienced
from the subjective point of view of individuals (Wallace, 1994). Biographical
approaches place value on the individual’s ‘own story’ and on the meanings and
interpretations that people place on their own experiences as an explanation for their
own behaviour; something that has been neglected in the field of social gerontology.
Booth and Booth advocate biographical methods since ‘they treat people as the
‘expert witnesses’ in the matter of their own lives’ and ‘are a means of making
abstract claims more tangible by grounding them in concrete lived experience’

(1998:5).

What is required is an approach to later life that attends first to subjective experience;
the meanings attached to older age and later life from the individual’s perspective.
Thus, the very subjectivity of biographical approaches may be seen as a strength;
assisting to counter-balance the view of ‘the old’ as a homogenous group, set apart
from other people. In short, the dissemination of information through narratives that
describe lived experiences, enables older people to be viewed from within the
general human social framework. As Hazan (1994) argues, they are not seen as first
and foremost old, but human beings with needs, desires, difficulties and strengths. A
good example of this is the ‘Kate’ poem in which the author pleads, ‘So open your

eyes, nurses, open and see, not a crabbit old woman, look closer... see me’
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(Anonymous in Carver and Liddiard, 1978). It may be contended that it is only by
reading subjective accounts of people’s lives, that we can hope to touch on
experiences which are not our own. Instead of seeking or perpetuating ‘sweeping
generalisations” about later life, perhaps researchers should content themselves with
the ‘unending task of monitoring human experiences in changing social worlds’

(Ryff, 1986:47).

It would seem that the biographical approach, with its focus on the individual, social
dynamics and historical-culture change, has the potential to do that. Further, such an
approach helps connect us to other human beings (see also chapter four, section,
‘Recalling the past to contextual present and future concerns and aspirations’). Ellis
(1993), writing about her personal experiences of a sudden death, states that the

‘truth’ of her story:

...lies in the way it is told and the possibility that there are others in the world
who resonate with this experience. Most likely my story is unique enough to

provide comparison, yet universal enough to evoke identification

(1993:725).

Similarly, Denzin has stated:

Every life is both unique and universal, particular, yet generalisable. Lives are
the expression of personal and social history, as well as relational webs of
influence. The differences that appear in the lives we study constitute the

uniqueness of our subject matter and must be so established
(1986:16).

Validity of biographical approaches

Those who question the validity of the biographical approach ask whether the life
story really describes what it is supposed to describe. In particular, concerns are
raised regarding the truthfulness of the narrator’s story and the process of
interpreting this story; that is, the ‘accuracy’ of the researcher’s account. Although it

might be argued that the observations concerning the validity of the biographical
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approach are also true of qualitative research approaches in general, the criticisms are

perhaps more intense where life stories are the sole, or main source, of information.

Kohli (1981) has noted that, on the one hand, life stories are claimed to have the
highest authenticity possible, because ‘nobody knows his own story better than he
himself* and, on the other hand, there is scepticism concerning the validity of
material which relies on human memory to describe the past or the possibility of a

conscious distortion of the truth by the narrator.

Keith Ovenden, in his novel about biography, identity, time and knowledge, The

Greatest Sorrow states:

Experience and its interpretation does not flow with the same motion.
Language applied to experience and mixed with speculation (worlds we do not
know, but can imagine) produces a silt which clogs up the stream of conscious
understanding, clouding, muddying, occasionally blocking the canals. We

experience today in the light of yesterday

(1998:64).

McMahon points to the need to be aware of the fine balance between ‘uncovering the
past in as many layers as possible’ and people reconstructing the past to fit the
present (1991:29). As John Harvey-Jones, in an interview with Anthony Clare

commented:

Can one really judge what one felt looking backwards? I suppose one distorts

what one felt, according to what one feels now

(Seven Ages of Man, BBC 2, August, 1996).

Kenyon also notes the importance of recognising that people’s stories are told from a
particular point of view and that this point of view changes with time, experience and
the very telling of the story, as the individual creates, discovers and are created by

their world (1996b: 669). Kenyon stresses that there are many stories to be told by
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the same individual - ‘private and economic stories, inner stories, public stories,
physical stories, family stories, emotional stories, cultural stories’ (1996b:669) - what

Featherstone and Hepworth (1989) term ‘flexible’ biographical narratives.

In her autobiography, Janet Frame describes a similar view:

...the memories do not arrange themselves to be observed and written about,
they whirl, propelled by a force beneath, with different memories rising to the
surface at different times and thus denying the existence of a ‘pure’
autobiography and confirming, for each moment, a separate story accumulating
to a million stories, all different and with some memories forever staying

beneath the surface

(1993:161).

Moreover, Booth and Booth state that a ‘distinction must be made between the stories
people tell and the lives they lead’ (1998:17). Biographical research actually aims to
expose this distinction, not to cover it up since it seeks to reveal how individuals
‘interpret, understand and define the world around them’ (Faraday and Plummer,
1979:776). Kenyon describes how stories are created and expressed in
intersubjective situations, thus they reflect the fact that human beings are not isolated

individuals:

People construct the meaning and significance of their current lives, by
bringing to bear upon events a complex framework of beliefs and values, which
they have developed over the whole of their lives to categorise, characterise and
attempt to explain the events in their worlds

(1996b:668).
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Life stories as joint products

Life stories, then, like any other form of communication, are produced in and through

social interaction:

An interview is a complicated shifting social process occurring between two
individual human beings, which can never be exactly replicated. We cannot get
at some ‘objective truth’ that would be there if only the effects of interpersonal
interaction could be removed

(Jones, 1983:48).

In addition, Booth and Booth state that:

Memories constitute one of the building blocks of identity and the meanings
people give to their own past are intimately bound up with the image they

choose to present to others

(1998:17).

Both Becker (1966:v-vi) and Denzin (1970:415-416) have argued that the ‘honesty’
of participants in life story research is no more of a problem than with any other
method, which requires asking people for information, facts, attitudes or opinions.

Most research methods affect participants’ behaviour in uncertain ways:

Interviews and questionnaires intrude as a foreign element into the social
setting they would describe, they create as well as measure attitudes, they elicit
atypical roles and responses, they are limited to those who are accessible and
will co-operate, and the responses obtained are produced in part by dimensions

of individual differences

(Webb et al., 1966:13).
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Cornwell and Gearing describe how during the course of their biographical

interviews with older people, individual participants:

Select more or less consciously what will be talked about according to, amongst
other things, his or her perception of the purpose of the interview; the definition
of what is permissible to say in this context; the play of memory and the

relationship with the interviewer
(1989:42).

They argue that every one reveals a somewhat different life story on different
occasions and according to a range of factors in the interview situation, of which the
interviewer is only one. What people are prepared to talk about may be affected by
how they perceive the researcher, in terms of their age, gender, race and ethnicity,
educational or class backgrounds (the social construction of stories is developed in
chapter four, section ‘Constructing stories’). Cornwell and Gearing (1989) for
example, found that differences between the researcher and participant regarding age
and gender, determined different people’s willingness to talk intimately about their
experiences of pregnancy and childbirth, relations in their family or their own health
history. This can be seen as a strength in that it points to the ‘range of possible
factors influencing interviewees’ presentations of their lives as infinitely great and
complex’ (Cornwell and Gearing, 1989:42). In other words, it reflects what people
do in everyday life; the way people communicate, behave, interact with other people
is dynamic and dependent upon the social context in which people find themselves

(Sabat and Harré, 1992).

In any case, di Gregario argues that:
It does not matter if some statements from the respondents are not factually
true. It is the way people interpret events which provides the clue to how they

view themselves

(1986b:336).
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Further, Kenyon points out that we can never know the ‘whole story’ because that
story is seen from a particular perspective or for a specific purpose, whether it be to
collect information regarding how people age, or to understand a life better. Hence,
‘it is not possible to arrive at the final truth about a life’ (Kenyon, 1996b:669).
Kenyon concludes that *the courtroom demand for truth, the whole truth, and nothing

but the truth, would seem misplaced in ageing and biography’ (1996b:670).

Whose story? The process of interpretation

Tim Lott in his family memoir, states:

Facts, there are so many facts. [ have left such a lot out. There must be many
more unremembered and still more unknown. If I had chosen differently, it
would be a different story, but this is the story I have told myself and I must
hold to it

(1996:174).

Lott is referring to telling his story and that of his family. In biographical
research, researchers seek to tell the story of others telling their stories. Not only
may stories be told differently by the narrator according to such factors as
memory, time, place and audience, but they may also be altered, given a different
slant or even ‘fictionalised’ (see, for example, Hatch and Wisniewski, 1995; Booth

and Booth, 1998) by the researcher who reproduces the story.

For Freeman and Krantz (1980), it is the process of taking a life history that most
concerns them. They argue that this involves much more than describing the
methods used; it is a combination of the efforts of the narrator and the researcher.
The researcher directs the life story and therefore is involved in the creation of the
very data they analyse. Although some authors (for example, Terkel, 1975;
Parker, 1983) have presented life histories in long narratives as autonomous
sources of understanding, it may be argued that a life story cannot be relied on to
‘speak for itself” (Fennell et al., 1988:78). If the research aims, through increasing

knowledge about the phenomenon under study, to facilitate understanding, to
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contribute to the development of theory or to offer policy recommendations, it has
to be analysed and interpreted, otherwise, the value of employing biographical

research may be questioned.

Questions are raised therefore, about the process of interpretation and analysis;
whose story is being presented? Bogdan and Taylor imply that the researcher should
remain ‘detached’ from their ‘subjects’ and should ‘suspend’ their own ‘beliefs and
predispositions’ in the interview situation (1975:9). However, the researcher will
always draw on their own experiences, perceptions and interests in the research
process. Indeed, it should be asked how we ‘choose’ our research topics and
methods in the first place. According to Reinharz, ‘interest-free knowledge is

logically impossible’ (1986:17), whilst Namenwirth, contends:

Scientists firmly believe that as long as they are not conscious of any bias or
political agenda, they are neutral and objective, when in fact they are only

unconscious

(1986:29).

In any case, Cornwell and Gearing argue that concern over ‘bias’ stems from the
assumption ‘that for every individual there is one, true, single life story which will be
uncovered by a skilful and sympathetic but necessarily ‘neutral’ and objective
interviewer’ (1989:42) and, as has been discussed above, people do not have a

single, finished life story.

It would appear that all researchers can learn from feminist theory and research in
calling for the role of the researcher to be made explicit in the research process.
Cotterill and Letherby (1993) encourage the researcher to report systematically what
has been observed, learnt and experienced in undertaking the research (cf. Godlove,
et al., 1982; Collin, 1992; Johnson, 1993; Lee-Treweek, 1994).
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Stanley argues that (feminist) research should:

Produce accountable knowledge, in which the reader would have access to
details of the contextually-located reasoning processes which give rise to ‘the

findings’, the outcomes

(1990a:209).

In Cotterill and Letherby’s view (1993), this is preferable to subscribing to false
notions of objectivity or to confusing the participant’s experiences and views with
those of the researcher. Kenyon, writing on ethical issues in ageing and biography,
emphasises the need for the researcher ‘to reflect on their own conceptions and
attitudes or ‘meanings’ of ageing in the biographical encounter, in order to clarify

whose story is being constructed’ (1996b:666). He cites Gubrium and Sanker:

Attention to meaning is far more complex than simply asking open-ended
questions and allowing participants to speak extemporaneously. It requires a
heightened sense of self-awareness about the researcher’s personal

understandings, beliefs, and world view

(Gubrium and Sanker, 1994: xiv).

Such a view has led Freeman and Krantz to state that in order to assess and evaluate a

life history we need knowledge of:

The editor’s perspectives and values that influence the final form of the life
history. Failure to assess or at least recognise the observer’s or editor’s role
leads to an image of a life history that is distorted and incomplete, since each
editor, though not consciously, is necessarily influenced by his own

perspectives

(1980:392-93).
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Further, several scholars acknowledge that since oral narratives are interpreted and
analysed by the researcher and reproduced in written form, the very act of editing the
text may radically reconstitute the experience that is being sought (Cotterill and
Letherby, 1993; Jerrome, 1994). Freeman and Krantz do not, however, feel that this
necessarily prevents the final result from being ‘a faithful portrait of the narrator’
(1980:6). Perhaps a test of the researcher’s ‘success’ in presenting a portrait of the
narrator (if that is their aim) is whether ‘those being studied accept the researcher’s
account and whether it rings true to them both cognitively and emotionally’ (Jaffe
and Miller, 1994:52). As Denzin argues, the process of understanding ‘a life story,
life history or autobiography is circular, always conducted from within the life being
studied, and understandable only in and on the person’s own terms’ (1986:16). Yet,
the dilemma does not end with the production of the life story. Questions also need
to be raised concerning how people’s stories are used: are they used in a way that

participants expected/hoped they would be used?

In an attempt to address these questions in part, Laslett and Rapoport encourage
researchers to ‘give back’ to participants a picture of how the data are viewed, both
to return something to them and to check descriptive and interpretative/analytic
validity (1975:973). It is also important to stress to participants how their stories are
going to be used and in what context. Past criticism of the approach appears to have
centred on researchers dismissing calls to describe how life histories are collected,
what methods are used and the researcher’s involvement in the process (cf.
Kluckholn, 1945; Dollard, 1933; Langness, 1965; Allport, 1942, Blumer, 1969). In
1980, Freeman and Krantz commented how, despite the publication of hundreds of
life histories up to the time they were writing, ‘virtually nothing (was) known about
the relationship between narrators and editors® (1980:7). Gearing and Dant (1990),
too, have noted the vagueness about methods of analysis in many biographical
studies. It needs to be asked, for example, how the process of interpretation is
affected by omitting the researcher’s questions and prompts in an interview. Bornat
has justified this by arguing that she wanted participants’ voices to be ‘as free as
possible from commentary and analysis’ (1993:24). Ford and Sinclair also state that
they deliberately separated their comments from the interviews because they sought
to present participants’ ‘own words’ (1987:5). Yet, how does the reader know

whose concerns and views are being presented, if it is not made explicit whether the
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issues raised in a final research study are prompted by the researcher or the
individual themselves? In the present study, I acknowledge that I do not always
make this clear since [ alos have attempted to keep the voices of participants ‘as free
as possible’ from my own words. I have informed the reader where it seems to be of
particular interest whether participants raised certain issues spontaneously, for

example, concerning death and religion.

There are many other questions raised by asking ‘whose story is being told?> These
include: what does the reader need to know about the research context in order to
make sense of the data? How should individual quotations be attributed? For
example, pseudonyms are commonly used in social science, but participants might
prefer their real names to be used. Is it acceptable to re-arrange the sequence of
events, or to run several separate passages of dialogue together? Booth and Booth
argue that when life story work is being conducted with inarticulate participants it is
necessary for the researcher as editor to play a ‘fuller part in reconstituting the
transcripts as narrative’ (1996:66). Stories may have to be told as a third person
account thus ‘losing the authenticity’ of the participant’s own voice’ (Booth and
Booth, 1996:6). In the biographical-interpretative approach (developed by Rosenthal
drawing from a number of stands in German narrative methods - Rosenthal, 1993)
analysis of life stories involves a chronological ordering of ‘life events’ which are
mentioned in the interview and a ‘sequentialisation’ of the interview text

(Chamberlayne and King, 1997).

Another important question surrounds the amount of data used in the findings: how
much of the life story is used in the final research study, and what has been left out
and why? Fennell, et al. point out that narrative data has to be edited often
drastically in the process of which masses of material may have to be discarded
(1988:78). This has led some to argue (cf. Gottschalk et al. 1945) that life history

approaches are wasteful, time-consuming and inefficient.

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions; they were raised in order to
emphasise that how participants’ views are presented has important implications for
the process of interpretation and analysis - both for the researcher and the reader. It

may be argued that concerns over the validity of biographical approaches may to a
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large extent be addressed, if researchers become more willing to acknowledge the
importance of making explicit their role in the research process and the social context

in which stories are told.

Perhaps then, rather than being overly concerned with the ‘facts and the truth’ of a
person’s life, life story researchers should be more concerned with forming an
authentic picture of a person and his or her life (Johnson, 1991). This may be
undertaken by being open about the research process and by providing participants

with the opportunity to be involved in the editing and interpretation of their stories.

Conclusion

Gilleard and Higgs describe ageing as a ‘complex and diverse entity made up of
numerous psychological, social and biological processes each related yet potentially
independent from one another’ (2000:1). It has been argued that biographical
approaches are well suited to capturing this complexity and differentiation. Rather
than treating older people’s lives as a series of problems to be solved, biographical
approaches focus on what people themselves want and encourage them to discuss

what is important to them.

There has undoubtedly been a renewed interest in biographical methods, not only in
social gerontology but also across other disciplines. Indeed, Chamberlayne et al.
chose the title of their recent book, The Turn to Biographical Methods in Social
Science because, they argue, there is currently a ‘shift in thinking’ shaping the
agenda of research and its applications which is ‘characterised as a ‘subjective or
‘cultural’ turn in which personal and social meaning, as bases for action, have gained
greater prominence’ (2000:1). However, it is still true to say that biographical
approaches to later life have not taken off in the way their early advocates had hoped.
There is still a relatively scarce amount of empirical research which uses
biographical methods to facilitate an understanding of the subjective meanings of
older age and the lived experiences of later life, as opposed to research concerned

with the problems and needs associated with ageing.
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It has been argued that one reason for this, is a concern over methodological issues.
These concerns may be addressed in part through being honest about the scope and
aims of the research and about how the research was conducted and progressed.
Ruth and Kenyon feel that social gerontologists are reluctant to employ biographical
approaches because of an underestimation ‘of the perceptions of the reality upon
which we form our reasons for actions’ (1996b: 653). In addition, they argue, there
is a ‘fear of releasing the monster of non-science and of ‘contaminating’ the data
with the researcher’s own doings’ (1996b: 654). However, these, Ruth and Kenyon
believe, are not valid reasons for disregarding biographical approaches. In fact, they
recommend the usefulness of biographical methods in ‘bridging the gap between the

scientific culture and the culture of everyday life’ (Ruth and Kenyon, 1996b: 656).

There may be difficulties posed from seeking funding for research which requires a
great deal of effort in terms of time and human resources for results that cannot in any
sense claim to be representative (the difficulties biographical approaches may present

in practice are described in the following chapter). However, Booth and Booth warn:

There is the danger of allowing ourselves to be drawn by the tempo of our
times into a kind of ‘fast’ research with a premium on quick results. The task

of learning to communicate with subjects takes a long time

(1998:37).

Yet, if researchers and others continue to silence the voices of older people, if older
people’s lived experiences remain largely hidden, they will lose one of the most
distinctive features of biographical approaches, their ‘concern with the rich variability

of the lives of individual older people’ (Gearing and Dant, 1990:159).
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Chapter Three
TELLING STORIES: OLDER PEOPLE’S AND A RESEARCHER’S
ACCOUNTS

The present tense of the verb ‘to be’ refers only to the present. but nevertheless
with the first person singular in front of it, it absorbs the past which is
inseparable from it. ‘l am’ includes all that has made me so. It is more than a

statement of immediate fact. it is already biographical

John Berger, About Looking

Introduction

In the previous chapter, | discussed how much of the criticism of biographical
approaches appears to centre on researchers failing to be explicit regarding the
research process. In this chapter, I investigate how the biographical approach I

employed translated into practice.

First, 1 explain my attempts to explore and develop a participatory biographical
approach and outline some of the literature that influenced my aims. I then describe
the recruitment and characteristics of the research group, how the research was
undertaken (including the collection and analysis of data and ethical considerations),

and the problems that I encountered on the way.

Secondly, I argue that in order to be open about the research process, a reflexive
approach is required. The term ‘reflexivity’ describes the ways in which people
reflect on their own situations (Abercrombie et al., 1994). Hence, I explore the
research process chiefly in terms of my own, but also in terms of participants’
perceptions. I reflect upon such issues as my own assumptions, values and beliefs
concerning older age, the relationship between myself and participants and

participants’ feelings and attitudes toward telling their stories.
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Exploring and developing a participatory biographical approach

Following, for example, Ingrisch (1995) and Pickard (1995), my intention was to
allow my ideas to emerge through analysing and interpreting participants’ accounts,
rather than approaching the research with a particular theoretical orientation.
However, whilst Ingrisch (1995) states that she used her own experiences to interpret
the meaning of the biographical accounts she collected, [ attempted to discuss
emerging ideas with participants (for a description of how I tried to do this, see below,
‘Further involvement in the research process’). Lather points out that there are few
research designs that involve participants in the construction of empirically grounded
theory (1986:264). She argues that a more collaborative approach to research is
needed in order to empower the researched and to contribute to the construction of

critical theory. Heron appears to concur:

For persons, as autonomous beings have a moral right to participate in decisions
that claim to generate knowledge about them. Such a right ... protects them ...
from being managed and manipulated ... the moral principle of respect for
persons is most fully honoured when power is shared not only in the application
... but also in the generation of knowledge ... doing research on persons
involves an important educational commitment: to provide conditions under
which subjects can enhance their capacity for self-determination in acquiring

knowledge about the human condition

(1981:34-35).

To do otherwise, runs the risk of imposing our theories, as researchers, on our
participants; rather than using their experiences and their knowledge as the basis for
theories about later life. Hence, one of the aims of my study was to investigate the
use of a participatory biographical approach to research (although in practice, the
men and women who took part in the study participated little further than telling their

stories. See below, ‘Further involvement in the research process’).
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Despite the welcome increase in research projects that seek to give older service users
a voice in the applied field (for example, the Lewisham Older Women’s Health
Survey - Cooper and Siddell, 1994, the Fife User Panels Project - Barnes et al., 1994;
Cormie, 1997 and 1999; and the Older People’s Advisory Group - Tozer and
Thornton, 1995), there seem to be few strictly social scientific research projects that
do the same. As part of their research, Kaufman (1986), Thompson et al. (1990) and
Pickard (1995) explored the meaning of ageing to older people themselves, but they
did not take their ideas, their theories, back to participants (or if they did, they do not
make this explicit). For example, Pickard’s (1995) study, based on semi-structured
interviews with older people in South Wales was guided by the work of Kaufman
(1986). Pickard describes her approach as ‘looking at old age inside out’ in order to
allow ‘what themes were important in a study of age...to emerge from the
conversations | had with old people’ (1995:21). Pickard emphasises the importance
of allowing the voices of older people to be heard and describes the process of
interviewing as a ‘two-way current, an interactive exchange of ideas which involves
two individuals in close collaboration’ (1995:33). However, she does not say how she
collaborated with her interviewees, how she exchanged ideas and how the themes she
describes ‘emerged’, since there is no reference to the analysis of data in Pickard’s

chapter on methodology.

A more participatory approach requires the researcher to ask people how they feel
about the interview and about the interviewer, to involve participants in the
interpretation of the descriptive data and to negotiate the final conclusions of the
research with participants (Echevarria-Howe, 1995; Padfield and Procter, 1996).
Laslett and Rapoport (1975) encourage researchers to ‘give back’ to participants a
picture of how the data are viewed, both to return something to them and to check
descriptive and interpretative/analytic validity. This process may be evaluated by
asking participants how they feel about this and whether they feel able and indeed
want to, become more involved in the research process. In order to give me some
idea about how the interview guide would work in practice, 1 carried out two pilot
interviews, one with a couple and one with an older man. In these interviews, I not
only covered the topics in the interview guide (see appendix), but asked participants
how they felt about the questions I had asked, whether they would like to suggest any

amendments or additions to the interview guide, why they volunteered to participate

51



in the project and how they felt about the interview itself. For example, before I
commenced interviewing, I was concerned that my chosen approach might take up a
great deal of people’s time. In one pilot interview, the respondent raised this issue

spontaneously, he said:

I think you are wise doing more than one interview, it gives people time to think
and to get to know you and to learn to be honest with you. They might put on a
bit of a fagade, say, ‘I'm not worried about growing older, 1‘'m enjoying myself’

and underneath, it might be different.

Participants’ comments about the research process are discussed further below,

‘Researcher/participant issues’.

Yet a participatory biographical approach is not without problems. Clearly, it
involves a great deal of commitment in both time and energy on the part of
participants and not all may want to be involved in this way and should be given the
opportunity to refuse to participate further if they so desire. This may be due to a
number of factors such as the age and/or inexperience of the interviewer and the
nature of the method itself. This is explored later in the chapter in the section

‘Barriers to rapport’. I begin by describing the setting up of the study.

Setting up the research

Participants

Wallace (1994) encourages gerontologists using life story research methods to
endeavour to include all kinds of people - for example, people from minority ethnic
communities, males, females, rich and poor - in their research group, especially when
ageing as such is the purpose of the research. He argues that ‘a strategy of diversity’
provides a more complete picture of the experience of ageing (Wallace, 1994:145).
Moreover, Kenyon points out that biography, as an existential phenomenon, implies
that all individuals, ‘frail or well’, are ‘still creating stories and have a story to tell’
(1996b: 663). However, although Kenyon argues that all people have a story to tell,

including people with dementia, my study group did not include people who had
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been formally diagnosed with dementia. This was not purposeful but, given my
selection method which required participants to volunteer for the study, it would
seem unlikely that individuals with dementia would have volunteered, unless they
were in the early stages of dementia. One of my participants, recruited through a
warden did seem to be slightly confused on the occasions that I visited, but as far as |
knew, this had not been medically diagnosed. Another, recruited through her
daughter, did seem very confused when I visited; however, she was able to tell me
episodes from her life and to tell me a little about her present life. In addition, since
this was my first experience of using the life story method, I did not feel confident in
interviewing people with dementia, although 1 acknowledge that this is a limitation
of my study (for examples of biographical research that does involve people with

dementia, see for example, Sutton and Cheston, 1997; Mills, 1999; Barnett, 2000).

I accessed - either in person or by letter - different sources in order to recruit research
participants from a variety of backgrounds. These sources included: voluntary
groups; religious and cultural organisations; luncheon and other social clubs; and
through appeals for volunteers in community magazines (for similar recruitment
methods, see, for example, Kaufman, 1986; O’Brien, 1991; Wallace, 1992; Ruth and
Oberg, 1996; Prager, 1997, Dalley, 1997). 1 attempted to recruit older people who
lived in nursing/residential homes, but this was unsuccessful, perhaps because I
contacted the managers by letter rather than going in person to the homes. Since
completing my field work, as part of my paid work, I visit two nursing homes and
the managers there informed me that they do not respond to approaches asking for
help with research because they are inundated with requests and it would be
impossible to chose between them. 1 also recruited a few participants through the
‘snowballing’ method, using acquaintances and other participants (O’Brien, 1991). 1
acknowledge that this may have resulted in participants having similar
characteristics/outlooks on life (Fennell, 1990:66). However, this method was
successful in terms of recruiting people who were confined to their homes and/or
who were not known to any statutory agencies. I recruited four members of a local
Bangladeshi community from a contact at the central library who then volunteered to
act as my interpreter. Two of these potential participants pulled out of the project
after my first visit, apparently because they had misunderstood my intentions and

hoped that I might be able to speak up on their behalf with health professionals and
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obtain the necessary services for them (cf. Booth and Booth, 1994). To sum up, my
research group may be said to have been gathered ‘opportunistically’ (Dalley, 1997)
or ‘fortuitously’ (Harrison, 1983). Wallace (1994) points out that historically,
participants of life story research have been obtained through chance encounters,
word-of-mouth referrals and the solicitation of volunteers (for example, Plummer,

1983).

Twenty-three people volunteered to participate in the study. Due to practical
considerations such as time - particularly transcribing in-depth interview material -
and costs - relating to travel, tape-recording and correspondence with participants - |
did not seek further volunteers. Before commencing the fieldwork, I planned to
conduct at least three in-depth interviews with participants, so, a research group of
more than twenty individuals appeared impractical. In any case, since the research
aimed to produce rich data - an aim that required an in-depth and personal
knowledge of participants as individuals - a small group was thought to be more
appropriate. This was seen as having the potential to provide a sound basis on which
to develop future research - in which the views of people from more diverse
backgrounds might be explored. In the end, the research group comprised eighteen
white participants, five black participants (three Jamaican and two Bangladeshi older
people), of whom there were ten men and thirteen women. Their ages ranged from

sixty to ninety-six: the average age was seventy-eight-and-a-half years.

Since I did not set out to examine certain variables in people’s lives, I have not
provided the usual summary of the circumstances and status of research participants
(for example, educational/work background, social class, financial status, and living
arrangements). To do so seems to go against the ethos of biographical approaches.
Biographical approaches view people’s lives as a Gestalt-like whole (Chamberlayne
and King, 1997): they are more important than the sum of their parts. Hence, [ have
provided short résumés of participants’ life stories, which, due to the constraint in
word limit, I have reluctantly placed in the appendix. In any case, since I aimed as
far as possible (within the scope of my research question, that is, to seek people
view’s and experience on ageing) to give participants the opportunity to discuss
experiences and issues that were important to them, I did not ask specific questions

relating to these matters (see also below, ‘Conversations or open-ended interviews’).
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Rather, certain patterns emerged from their narratives that seemed too important to
leave out. For example, participants’ gender (and to a smaller extent, race and
ethnicity) is referred to in detail in the study since this seemed to have an important
impact on participants’ lives and/or construction of their stories. In addition, I have
referred to participants’ ages throughout the thesis, unlike Matthews (1979) who

decided not to refer to the age of her participants.

Matthews argues that to do so:

would only perpetuate the myth, shared by the old with younger members of
society, that knowing an individual’s year of birth supplies information on

which to base concrete beliefs and expectations about another person

(1979:59).

Whilst it is true to argue that if we include age, we potentially reinforce stereotypical
expectations, if we do not include age, we lose the possibility of challenging these

stereotypes.

Data collection

Data was collected regarding older people’s views of their lives, concentrating on the
ways in which they interpreted their experiences. The main method of data collection
was conversational interviews with participants in their own homes (for a description
regarding how/on what basis the final number of interviews were decided, see below
‘The interviews’). 1 decided to interview participants in their homes in the belief that
they would feel more at ease in familiar surroundings (Finch, 1984). When I phoned
participants to make the first appointment, | asked them if they wished to be
interviewed in their own home or elsewhere and all opted for the former. Although
the conversations were not interviews in the strictest sense (see below,
‘Conversations or Open-ended interviews’), it is easier to refer to them as such
although the terms interview and conversation will be used interchangeably
throughout this thesis. Following, for example, Kaufman (1986), O’Brien (1991) and
Pickard (1995), it was acknowledged that biographical methods generally require
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more than one interview with each participant so, with this mind, a three-phase

design was drawn up.

Three phase design

Phase one involved open-ended interviews with participants, aimed at obtaining
people’s life stories (see appendix for interview guide). Whether this required one or
more interviews depended on individual participants, for instance, how much detail
of their life story they revealed. For example, most participants started their stories
from childhood, but some spoke in great detail about their early lives, whilst others
skipped through their childhood and talked more about their adult lives. The length
and/or number of interviews also depended on whether participants tired during the
interview. For example, 1 felt it was appropriate to keep my time spent with two
participants - a woman who spoke to me from her bed and a man who had a serious
chest complaint - to a minimum because they were clearly quite poorly. In addition,
further interviews were arranged in two instances where participants wanted to
continue their life story before proceeding to phase two (see below, ‘The

interviews’).

Phase two involved the compilation of in-depth personal accounts of people’s views
and experiences of growing older, drawing on the information gathered in phase one.
The aim was to explore whether people’s past lives and attitudes, were, or were not,
reflected in older age (Ruth and Oberg, 1996). For example, whether people who
had always seen themselves as independent continued to maintain and strive for
independence in later life. This process involved compiling a description of
participants’ everyday lives and current circumstances and following-up themes that
emerged in the first interviews (see appendix for examples of questions used with

individual participants during phase two).

Phase three comprised interviews to discuss with participants their views of the
research process and to elaborate, discuss and check ideas with participants (see
appendix for questions used during phase three). It was acknowledged that not all
participants wanted to do this. Participants were offered a copy of the tape and/or

interview transcript before this interview was arranged. At the end of this interview,
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participants were given the opportunity to look at their edited life stories and to add to
or amend to them, if they so desired (see below, ‘Participatory biographical research
in practice’). If participants wanted to see their stories, | gave them a short
questionnaire to complete regarding how they felt about reading their stories and
whether there was anything they particularly liked or disliked about it (the

questionnaire may be found in the appendix).

Conversations or open-ended interviews

Following for example, Macpherson et al. (1988) and Powell et al. (1992a and
1992b), 1 adopted a conversational style of interview, although Macpherson et al.
(1988) warn that this demands flexibility and much concentration on the part of the
researcher. In phase one of the interviews, I found that few questions were needed,
since most participants talked freely and unprompted about their experiences. My
opening question was, ‘Can you tell me something about your life? It’s up to you
what you tell me, when and where you start.” If participants found this hard to
answer, which only a few seemed to, | asked a more specific question, for example,
‘Can you tell me something about your childhood?’ or ‘Can you tell me about your

present circumstances?’

One of the advantages of the biographical approach is that it provides people with the
opportunity to talk about what is important to them, rather than being guided along
preconceived paths (Chambers, 1994). Borland (1991) proposes that researchers
attempt to open-up an exchange of ideas with participants, so that they do not gather
information to fit their own paradigms. Although | aimed to do this as far as
possible, throughout all phases, 1 referred to a checklist of topics and/or open
questions (see appendix for these guidelines) for the purely pragmatic reason of
ensuring that my research question was explored (for a similar method see, for
example, Nilsson et al. 2001). The questions derived from the literature and my pilot
interviews. That said, as Bornat et al. argue, it is important to give people agency as

far as what they do or do not chose to say in the interview:
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People bring their own agendas and interests to the interview, consequently
interviewer topics may well be reinterpreted, managed or straightforwardly

resisted by the interviewee

(2000:247).

Following Kaufman (1986 and 1994) and Pickard (1995), the exact questions I asked
differed with each participant and not all interviews covered all the topics, nor were
they necessarily raised in the same sequence. As Kaufman points out, the exact
wording of questions, the order in which they are asked, and probes for greater detail
are unique to each interview and depend upon the researcher’s relationship with that
participant and the nature of the participants’ responses during that particular session
(1994:24). Since qualitative research is seen as a dynamic process, between
interviews with each participant, the research guide/questions were modified and/or
redirected depending on what was revealed as important to participants themselves.
Exploring participants’ accounts whilst the interviews were still in progress is a
grounded approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), enabling constant feedback and
clarification regarding the data, interview questions and research goals (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990). For example, this approach enabled me to check that what I had
heard was actually what the narrator was trying to get across (Anderson and Jack,

1991).

The interviews

Given my aim to develop and explore a more participatory approach, time was needed
to build rapport and trust with participants. With this in mind, if I had not met
potential participants through the initial recruiting process, for example, if they
responded through an advertisement in a magazine or were recruited through other
participants or acquaintances, [ arranged a preliminary visit before commencing the
interviews ‘proper’ (Schmidt, 1975; Booth and Booth, 1994; Kaufman, 1994).
Erikson et al. (1986) and Preski and Burnside (1992) note that an informal meeting
with participants helped to make the atmosphere surrounding subsequent interviews
less formal than it might otherwise have been. It also provided me with the

opportunity to introduce myself, to explain the project more fully and to obtain
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written consent, ensuring that each participant understood the methods and the
purpose of the study. In addition, since this approach requires reciprocity in the
relationship between the researcher and the participant (Booth and Booth, 1994; Bray
et al, 1995), it enabled me to tell participants something about myself, my
background and interest in the research subject (the concepts of rapport and

reciprocity are discussed below, ‘Researcher/participant issues’).

On completion, fifty-five interviews and three questionnaires were conducted with
twenty-three people. 1 asked the three married couples who were participating in the
project whether they wanted to be interviewed on their own or together; they each
chose to be interviewed together and this did not appear to cause any difficulties
either for myself or for them. All participants gave life story interviews and all but
one took part in the second interviews. Twelve participants completed the third phase

of interviews, although three did this via a questionnaire (see below).

The average length of time for the first, life story interviews - was one-and-a-half
hours; the second interview took anything between-forty-five minutes and three-and-
a-half hours, the average length of time being one-and-a-half hours. These times refer
to the actual collection of interview data on tape (in all, there were eighty-five, sixty
minute tapes to transcribe). Time spent with participants in general conversation

meant that my visits to their homes tended to be a ot longer.

On two occasions (when participants said that they enjoyed my company and had
prepared lunch), I spent a whole day with participants and generally the interviews
took a whole morning or afternoon because participants seemed reluctant to let me
leave (see ‘Reflecting on Biography’, below). The third interviews - where a
structured interview schedule was used - were the shortest - between forty-five and

sixty minutes long.

Three participants died during the course of the field work: Betty Lomas (90) died
soon after her first interview; Anne Daley (79), who had been terminally ill, died after
the second interview, as did Emest Grayson (83) whose wife subsequently felt unable
to participate in a third interview. I was unable to contact four participants to carry

out third interviews: three participants had moved away with no forwarding address: I
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was told by a neighbour that Jim Caldwell and Gladys Peters had moved out of their
flats due to illness and were possibly in hospital or nursing homes; Reginald Green
had suffered a stroke whilst at his daughter’s home in the South East of England and
had been admitted to long-term care there; I was unable to reach Peter White at his
home address. 1 felt that another participant, Doreen Thomas, was too confused to
participate in the third interview: she had been able to tell me short stories from her
life and to answer a few questions about her present life, but had found it difficult to
answer direct questions and to reflect on her experiences, which the third interview

would entail.

In addition, due to my own circumstances, I was unable to carry out a third interview
with four participants: George Daley, Brian Jenner, Bill Carter and Tom Howarth.
This was because my husband and I separated unexpectedly during the course of my
fieldwork and I had to leave my home in the village where these participants lived.
Due to the distressing nature of the separation, I felt unable to return to the village and
therefore was unable to interview these participants face-to-face. They were informed
by letter and I asked them to complete a questionnaire (see appendix) about their

experience of the research process, which three of them did.

Use of tape recorders

The initial letter of introduction to participants (see appendix) referred to my
preference for tape-recording the interviews. None of the participants objected to this.
All interviews were recorded. 1 did not take notes, since this would have made it
difficult to maintain a relaxed atmosphere; giving personal eye contact and showing
interest in what was being related. Fortunately, the tape recorder did not fail me! As
soon as | returned home, I wrote down my initial thoughts, feelings and experience of

the interview.

Data Analysis

Although analysis of qualitative material is more explicitly interpretative, creative
and personal than in quantitative analysis, this is not to say that it should not be

equally systematic and careful (Walker, 1985). Methods of qualitative analysis allow
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the research to build (if that is their aim) from descriptive to conceptual accounts,
through the creation of categories and linkages coded in terms of recursively
meaningful topics or theories (Hendricks, 1996). At the same time, analytic
techniques seek to make the ‘data mountain’ manageable through summary and
coding (Robson, 1993). I undertook this through manual and computer-aided
techniques.

Manual analysis

Once I had carried out each interview, I transcribed each tape in full. [ then read
each life story and subsequent interview(s) several times. On the first reading,
notations and comments that might be quoted later were demarcated, whilst 1 paid
careful attention to participant's words as well as the context that stimulated his or
her words. At this stage, I concentrated on the narrative as a whole (Nilsson et al.,
2001). More specifically, following Mauthner and Doucet (1998), 1 explored the
main events, the characters and the subplots, looking for recurrent images and words
in each story; I attempted to hear the person behind the voice, looking at his or her

sense of agency, as well as the wider, social context.

The main aim of this stage of data analysis was to look at how the individual
experienced and spoke about growing older - in relationship to the whole of their life
(or at least the parts that they chose to tell me), since I was conscious that my second
approach to analysis - involving computer software would fragment people’s stories
into many different categories and themes and 1 did not want these themes to be seen

in a vacuum. Ovenden writes that in making a biography there is:

...the temptation to see form in the movement of a life, start breaking it down,
consigning this bit to one chapter, that to another, pulling threads together to
make neat what was ragged, unformed or frayed. As though at the end of a
phase of life one could put out the light, sleep well, and rise the next day to a
fresh clean chapter heading and a new department

(1998:63-64).
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Further, as part of my aim to be reflective and open about the research process, I read
the transcripts at this stage, trying to place myself in relation to the narrator - my
background, history and experiences, biases, interests, and limitations; how I
responded emotionally and intellectually to their story, particularly those feelings
that did not resonate with the participant’s experience (see ‘Reflecting on

Biography’, below).

After re-reading each transcript, I used a differently coloured highlighter pen to begin
to identify each of the main categories and codes, leaving the pages of the transcript
intact (Field and Morse, 1996). Coding is described by Charmaz as ‘simply the
process of categorising and sorting data’ (1983:111), whilst ‘codes’ are defined as
serving to ‘summarise, synthesise, and sort many observations made out of the data’
(1983:112). Codes are usually related to research questions, concepts and themes
and are used for organisational and retrieval purposes (Robson, 1993). Miles and
Huberman (1984) distinguish between first and second-level coding. The first
involves attaching labels to groups of words. However, this method of data analysis
is hard to use with extensive data sets. I found it difficult to adequately code all the
pages and to retrieve the required passages which soon became substantial as the
interviews multiplied. Further, analysis of categories within the major constructs is
difficult with this technique (Field and Morse, 1996). Hence, I carried out what
Miles and Huberman (1984) call second level, or ‘pattern coding,’ using data
analysis software. Second level coding groups the first codes into a smaller number
of themes or patterns. The researcher usually starts with a small number of potential
patterns, modifies and adds to them during the process of analysis and is left with a
small number of ‘astringent’ codes - codes which ‘pull a lot of material together’

(Miles and Huberman, 1984:57).

Computer-aided analysis

Software programs to assist researchers to organise qualitative data have been
available for use on personal computers since 1984 (Field and Morse, 1996). QSR
Nudist (Non-numerical unstructured data indexing, searching and theory building),
the software package I chose to use, was developed with the grounded theory

framework of analysis in mind (Bryman and Burgess, 1994).
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I decided to use Nudist about halfway through the first interviews since it was
becoming increasingly evident that my research method was generating a vast
amount of data. Also, after reading the transcripts several times, I found that many
categories overlapped and found this difficult to record manually. Nudist stores and
retrieves information quickly, allows categories to be recorded under several
different themes and enables a comparison to be made between individual

experiences and views.

I had already transcribed the interviews directly into the computer so these were
imported into the Nudist program. Each line was separated by using the ‘Enter’ key
to enable the data to be coded and codes were entered into the computer on the
appropriate line. The initial code framework was simply one based on the topics
discussed in the interviews; units of analysis were coded according to whether
participants discussed one or more topics (Reed and Payton, 1996). These topics
were generated from the interview guideline used in the study (see appendix) and
also from the topics raised by participants. ‘Death’ and ‘Religion’ are examples of
participant-generated topics. These topics were raised by participants even though

no direct questions were asked about them in the interviews.

‘Base’ data was also entered on each interview: the participant’s pseudonym, the
interview number, gender, age, ethnicity, religion, marital status, living
arrangements, housing and place of birth. Using the ‘node explorer’, it was possible
to search for a particular code, or participant, or interview. It was also possible to
obtain printouts by participant, interviews, or to obtain information across interviews,

settings or across information for comparative purposes (Field and Morse, 1996).

Examples of categories under the theme of ‘looking forward:’

(4 24 28) Looking forward
(424281) To millennium

(424282) To Diamond Wedding
(42428 3) To grandchildren growing up
(424284) ‘Everything to live for’
(424285) Wanting to live longer
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(424286) Don’t look forward in same way

(4 24 28 26) Wants to live to 100

(426 16) Fear of ageing and illness
10) Future planning

(1011 Long-term care

(1012) Possibility of moving

(101 3) Shedding ‘jobs’

(101 4) Death

(10141) Worrying about dying alone
(10142 Living will

(10143) Worrying about partner dying
(1015) Difficulty of planning
(1016) Present more important than future
(10 2) ‘Take one day at a time’
(103) Worry about future

(103 1) Going into home

(1032) Being alone

(105) Health/illness

Note that where the numbers are not sequential, categories and subcategories have
been subsumed or added as different themes emerged from the interviews. All the
data was classified into main themes or subcategories using Nudist. However, due to
the vast quantities of data obtained, not all the data was used in the final report. For
example, although some participants talked extensively about social historical events
- such as the Second World War - these were only included where they gave context
to participants’ views rather than in their own right (see also below, ‘The impact of
the researcher on the final report’ for a discussion about what was included and

omitted).

Advantages and disadvantages of computer-aided analysis

Qualitative researchers in Britain have been slow to utilise software programs and
there is little published information as a guide to their advantages and disadvantages

(Hamill and McAleer, 1996). Hence, it is hard to become sufficiently accustomed
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with all the available programs in order to make an informed decision regarding the
most suitable for individual needs. I chose Nudist simply because it was the program
with which most of my colleagues were familiar and on which they could advise me.
Nevertheless, specialist software for interview analysis can help with systematic,
rigorous analysis. They are particularly valuable when large amounts of data have
been collected and help to alleviate the work involved in cutting, pasting and
subsequent retrieval of field notes or interview transcripts (Bryman and Burgess,
1994). Since the data can be coded and retrieved without being removed from the
total interview, information is less likely to be ‘lost’ as is possible with cutting and
pasting procedures on a word processor or with card sorts (Hamill and McAleer,
1996). Further, if software programs are used to organise large amounts of data, the
researcher has more time to spend on interpretative and conceptual work. Indeed,
Seidel and Clark, the creators of Ethnograph, (1984) state that one of their main aims
was to free researchers from cutting and pasting in order to allow them to concentrate
on the interpretation of data. The use of software may also help to make the audit
trail (where an outside person can follow what has gone on at each stage of the
research process) clear in recording and displaying the various steps of analysis
(Robson, 1993). 1 took a list of categories and subcategories back to participants
during the third phase of interviewing in order to discuss with them emerging themes

and ideas.

However, there are limits to the use of computer software. For example, coding of
material still has to be carried out by the researcher so its laboriousness is not really
diminished (Bryman and Burgess, 1994). Bryman and Burgess (1994) also argue
that it cannot substitute for the ‘researcher’s imagination’, a necessary ingredient of
analysis in their view (although the meaning of this is unclear and once more raises
the issue of subjectivity discussed above). Similarly, Hendricks (1996) points out
that no computer programme can replace having a ‘feeling’ for one’s data. Perhaps
most importantly, Bryman and Burgess state that an interesting question, given the
amount of programs available, is how far the different programs condition the
analysis that is carried out and hence influence its findings (1994:221). This is an
area, they feel, which needs more research if researchers are to move beyond the

‘mechanics’ of employing computer programs in the analysis of qualitative data
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(Bryman and Burgess, 1994) and was one reason that 1 decided to employ two
methods of data analysis.

Given that the qualitative researcher seeks to understand the complex nature of
human experience from the point of view of the participants in the research, what
seems to be most important, whatever method of data analysis is employed, is that
the report derived from data analysis should strive to ‘describe the social world so
vividly that the reader can almost see and hear its people’ (Glaser and Strauss,
1965:5). This is particular important in terms of biographical research given that one
of its aims is to provide an ‘inner view of the person’ (Birren and Deutchman, 1991)
‘whose stories can provide a point of entry into their world through the imagination

of the reader’ (Booth and Booth, 1998:5).

The impact of the researcher on the final report

Miller asserts that ‘the researcher’s autobiography can be discerned as a continuous
and dynamic thread running through all stages of the research process in qualitative
research’ (1998:60). This means, she argues, that ‘throughout the research process
there needs to be an openness about the choices that are made’ (1998:60). Indeed, as
I was deciding what to put into and what to leave out of my thesis, I realised that
some of my decisions were bound-up with my own pre-occupations and interests.
My chosen method of data collection - life stories - generated a great deal of data. [
could have used many different examples to illustrate the arguments that [ present,
but those that I chose often reflected what concerned me at the time or the literature
that I had been reading. For example, in chapter four, I describe participants’ views
towards their photographs. Whilst undertaking field work, my marriage broke up
and I was preoccupied with what | was going to do with the many photographs 1 had
accumulated over the previous twenty years or so. This section could have been
omitted and replaced with, for example, a section on participants’ attitudes towards
their belongings. That I chose the former, was connected with my own thoughts and
experiences. In chapter six (section ‘Freedom from caring for others’), I point out
that participants did not talk as much about grandparenting as might have been
expected from reading the literature. This might, however, have had as much to do
with the fact that I did not prompt and encourage them to talk about their

grandchildren as it was to do with their own feelings towards grandparenting. [ am
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not a parent and my parents are not grandparents, so the subject was not at the
forefront of my mind. Perhaps, too, participants assumed that that I would not be
interested in the subject since I was not a parent myself (see also below,

‘Reciprocity’). As Steier argues:

We as researchers construct that which we claim to ‘find’ ... my research is in

no way existent apart from my involvement in it - it is not ‘out there’

(1991:1).

Moreover, from reading the text, it soon becomes apparent that 1 use certain
participants’ views and stories more than others to illustrate my ideas. This has an
impact not only on what they said, how clearly they said it and how much or little
they told me but, inevitably, on how I got on with them in purely human terms (see
below, ‘Barriers to rapport’ in particular the sections on ‘gender’ and ‘inarticulate
participants’). It also challenges my claims of exploring and developing a
participatory approach which should offer participants the opportunity to decide what
is included in the final research report. I did not do this because I was not aware that
this would be an issue until the final stages of writing-up (I was extremely naive
concerning the amount of material a biographical approach would produce), by
which time it would have meant returning to participants well over a year after their
last interview. In retrospect, I feel that a smaller number of participants would have
been more appropriate, given my chosen biographical method and approach. Not
only would the information provided have been more manageable in terms of the
amount collected and used, but also it would have been easier to maintain personal
contact with them and therefore to involve them in the final stages of the writing-up

process. Of course, they may still have declined further involvement in the study.
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Ethical Considerations

In this section, I discuss ethical considerations in theory, the points raised as they

arose in practice, are discussed further below, ‘Researcher/Participant Issues’.

Biographical research

Despite the potential of biographical approaches to encourage more equality, there is
still a danger that those in the study will be exploited and treated as objects. As

Cottle notes:

I am still another person coming to their home uninvited, ready to take

something from them

(in Burgess, 1982:123).

Of course, some of the ethical concerns raised here, are peculiar not simply to
research involving older people nor to biography, but as Kenyon (1996b) points out,
the focus on ageing and biography make the ethical issues more intense. The
researcher needs to be aware that some older individuals, such as mentally or
physically very frail older people (of course, this applies to people of all ages who
have mental or physical difficulties), may be particularly vulnerable to (inadvertent)
exploitation and coercion (Kayser-Jones and Koenig, 1994). Kenyon (1996b) refers
to the research undertaken by Webster which indicated that in some cases, such as
depression or recent trauma, biographical forms of intervention, in this case
reminiscence therapy, may be experienced ‘as invasive, coercive, or otherwise
threatening to clients who feel that they have been inappropriately engaged in such
programs’ (Webster, 1994:68; cf. also Hunt et al., 1997). The lesson to be learnt
from this in terms of biographical approaches to research, Kenyon argues, is that
‘biographical reflections are not necessarily for everyone, nor at all times’
(1996b:669).
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Further, it is all too easy to assume that simply because someone is, for example,
retired and has ‘nothing better to do’ that they will be willing, even delighted, to
spend what could be many hours over several weeks or even years, relating their life
stories to a stranger. This is one reason why I thought it was necessary to ask for
volunteers rather than randomly selecting participants for the project. Another
assumption is that all older people enjoy storytelling in the belief that ‘everyone does
or ought to engage in storytelling as part of being older’ (Kenyon, 1996b:669). This
should not be presumed to be the case (see chapter four, ‘Looking Back,’ section
‘Thinking and Talking about the Past’). There is also the stereotype that older people
are not able to put together a coherent story, for example because of failing memory
and/or inarticulate speech. Even if this is the case, this is no reason to exclude them
from the research project (see below, ‘Less articulate/confused participants’ and
chapter four ‘Looking Back’). One argument against using biographical approaches
(Kaufman, 1986) might be that they perpetuate the view that older people live in the
past rather than in the present, that they prioritise personal reminiscence and
historical events (see also chapters ‘Looking Back’ and ‘Looking Forward’).
However, it is also true to say that biographical research can focus on people’s

current concerns and future plans.

Armstrong, (1987) has drawn attention to the fact that biographical approaches could
be criticised on the grounds that they depart from the traditional ethic of leaving
people as they are found, unaffected by the research process, but he concedes that
most participatory, action, and even evaluation research would have a similar effect.
Cotterill and Letherby (1993) note that people involved in the research experience
may think about things that they have never thought of before or think about things
in a different way. This in turn, may affect both their future decisions and behaviour
and also their relations with others (Cotterill and Letherby, 1993:75). It is important
for researchers to be aware of this, even though it is not necessarily a negative thing.
Some commentators, for example, point to the therapeutic value of what Jerrome
(1994) calls ‘self-revelation’, whilst Bytheway states, ‘It is not just that past
experience is remembered, but that it is valued, developed and enhanced’
(1996:614). For a similar argument for narrative work with older people with

dementia, see Barnett (2000).
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Geiger (1986) warns that anonymity in life story research cannot be guaranteed by
changing names or places. However, changing data over and above this potentially
alters stories and may compromise the chosen method. Kenyon (1996b) believes that
this is a serious ethical issue since participants may relate stories, for example, about
intimate relationships, that they have never disclosed to anyone before. Hence,
Kenyon (1996b) argues, following Moody (1988), that informed consent in ageing
and biography is better termed negotiated consent since it should reflect a continuous
process from the start of the study to its completion (Kayser-Jones and Koenig,
1994).

I asked all participants whether or not they wished to have pseudonyms and if so,
what they would like to be called. Three participants wanted me to use their real
names since they said that they were ‘proud’ of participating in the project, the others
left it up to me to choose their pseudonyms (see below, ‘Further involvement in the

research process’).

Older people

In a broad sense, the ethical considerations and dilemmas involved in research with
older people, do not differ from the considerations and dilemmas associated with any
age group (Butler, 1990). To regard older people as a special group may be to adopt a
patronising attitude (Butler, 1990). That said, it is important that the ethical principles
of social research should be meticulously applied, for example, by following the
guidelines provided by the British Sociological Association. Hence, close attention

was paid to the following issues:

e informed consent, ensuring that people knew that they did not have to

participate in the research and that they may have‘opted out’ at any time;
e protection of privacy and anonymity;

¢ ensuring that the well being of participants was not adversely affected

(British Sociological Association’s Statement of Ethical Practice, 1993).
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More specifically, a report by the Centre for Policy on Ageing (Dalley, 1997:41)
points out that it is important to recognise that there is no reason why people should
be expected to open themselves up to a stranger and to talk about their lives. I took
care, therefore, not to probe for more details regarding a statement or to push for
responses regarding particular questions if the participant appeared reluctant. The
interviews had the potential to evoke many memories, some of which may have been
long buried and participants may have found it painful to recall them (Hunt et al,,
1997). Conversely, some were delighted to have had the opportunity to talk about
their lives (Dalley, 1997). This is discussed further below, ‘Distressing Stories’.

Terminating the study

An ongoing dilemma for researchers surrounds the issue of termination when the
project is completed (Laslett and Rapoport, 1975; Booth and Booth, 1994). The
researcher will depart and contact will have been sufficient for participants to have
established a relationship with the researcher (of course, they may be relieved that
the study is over!). This may leave participants with feelings of social loss and
isolation. However, as Pickard (1995) points out, this attitude could be seen as
patronising. There are many relationships which we all, including older people,
enjoy, while understanding them to be necessarily circumscribed, such as that with
our family doctor (Pickard, 1995:24). Nevertheless, Bowsher et al. suggest that the
researcher can perhaps soften the impact of termination by sending letters of
appreciation, since these are valued by participants as concrete evidence that they
have made worthwhile contributions to the research; and by sending a summary of
the results to participants which may help them to see that their efforts were

meaningful and worthwhile (1993:877).
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Reflecting on biography

So far, I have described practical and theoretical issues in the setting up and
execution of the research. In this section, I describe the process of translating my
chosen biographical approach into practice, investigating the research process both in

terms of my own and participants’ perceptions.

Social researchers increasingly are emphasising the importance of investigating both
the social construction of the research encounter and the research process as a lived
experience (Oakley, 1981; Cotterill and Letherby, 1993; Edwards and Ribbens, 1998;
Maynard and Purvis, 1994). This can only be undertaken by being reflexive.
Indeed, Chamberlayne et al., (2000) point out that reflexivity is an important feature
of biographical approaches. Hence, I employ the notion of reflexivity in order to
describe participants’ reflections on the impact of the research on themselves and to
reflect on my impact on the research. In other words, I explore how the research
process (including myself as researcher) was seen and construed by participants and
the extent to which my own pre-occupations and experiences, values, assumptions
and beliefs may have interacted with the data and my interpretation of it (Sapsford
and Abbott, 1992). Reflexivity may therefore act as a ‘signpost’ to the reader
regarding ‘what went on’ during the research process (Koch and Harrington, 1998).
That said, it is not easy to separate participant/researcher issues in this way, which
may be one reason why there seem to be few studies that ask participants, including
the researcher him/herself, to reflect on the research process beyond simply

describing it (Rubinstein, 1995).

Feminist research has long recognised the importance of considering the impact on
the people being researched of participation in a research project (c.f. Finch, 1984;
Lather, 1986; 1988; Stacey, 1991; Maynard and Purvis, 1994; Ribbens and Edwards,
1998). However, in this area too, empirical work from the point of view of
participants is scarce, at least compared to other issues in the research process, such
as data collection and methodology. Exceptions to this include, Oakley’s (1981) in-
depth interviews with women about their transition to motherhood, which included
questions about the effects of the project on them; Borland’s (1991) exploration of

the potential for interpretative conflict in an oral narrative that she undertook with
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her grandmother; and Phoenix’s (1994) research which looked at mothers under the
age of twenty and social identities in young people, both of which sought
respondents’ views of, and responses to, the research process (cf. also Barnes et al.,

1994; Cooper and Siddell, 1994; Rickard, 1998).

Reflexivity, from the researcher’s point of view is ‘associated with the self-critique
and personal quest, playing on the subjective, the experiential and the idea of
empathy’ (Marcus, 1994:567) and is also something that feminists have been
concerned with for some time (cf. Finch, 1984; Cotterill and Letherby, 1993; Miller,
1998; Parr, 1998). However, there seem to be few researchers in social gerontology
who do the same (one exception to this is Morbey, 1999; 2000). Like Morbey, I
wished to avoid what Stanley and Wise (1983) term the ‘hygienic’ representation of
research, where problems and emotional connections to the work are ignored. Not
all academics are comfortable with the idea of reflexivity. Day, for example, refers
to Cotterill and Letherby’s (1993) contribution as ‘grossly self-indulgent’ (1993:37).
Yet, according to Murphy and Longino (1992) all research should be exposed to

reflexive scrutiny.

In the field of social gerontology, Luborsky states:

It is vital to consider the ‘taken for granted” aspect of our sense of problems for
gerontological study and how we practice theory building and application if we
are to invigorate gerontological practice in the pursuit of basic and applied

knowledge

(1993:445).

Part of my project involved exploring some of the assumptions and stereotypes
regarding ageing and later life, as well as exploring participants’ experiences of the
research process. In the second part of this chapter, therefore, I additionally explore
my own preconceptions, what 1 ‘take for granted’ regarding older people and later
life. For, as Kastenbaum argues, ‘age’ is so contaminated with value implications
that it colours our ability to think rationally about older age (1979:7). In other words,

I felt it was crucial to utilise the concept of reflexivity in order to examine my own
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thoughts about older people and ageing and by making explicit my involvement in
the actual research process. In addition, since ageing is a ‘near-universal experience
and the subject of intense personal reflection’ (Gilleard and Higgs, 2000:1), not only
is it appropriate to examine my preconceptions and assumptions concerning older

people, it is also valid to examine my feelings about my own ageing;:

Attention to meaning is far more complex than simply asking open-ended
questions and allowing participants to speak extemporaneously. It requires a
heightened sense of self-awareness about the researcher’s personal

understandings, beliefs and world view

(Gubrium and Sanker, 1994:xiv).

Revealing assumptions about later life

The introductory quotation at the opening of this chapter (Berger, 1972) helps us to
understand that we cannot separate any part of our present and future lives from
what has gone before. All that we have experienced and lived through impacts on
our current beliefs, values and assumptions. We have an impact on all those we
meet and those that meet us have an impact on us. This in itself is a major concern
of biographical approaches; they emphasise that the attitudes and pre-occupations of
people of any age are the culmination of their lifetime experiences. This is as true
for me, the researcher, as for participants. My nursing background is central in
helping to explain some of my own feelings about older age. As a newly qualified
staff nurse and, at the relatively young age of twenty-three, | chose to work with
older people; I had enjoyed my placement on a ward specifically for older people
and felt that nursing older people was what ‘real’ nursing was all about: providing
person-centred, holistic care, aimed at enhancing quality of life or assisting a
comfortable death. However, due to lack of resources in time and staff, poor
organisation and the culture of care which emphasised focusing on people’s medical
needs, nursing was often (and still is) more about completing physical tasks than
about these ideals (Reed and Clarke, 1999). By the time I left nursing due to a back
injury, I felt disillusioned with the care offered to older people in hospitals. I also

had a very negative impression of later life. As a practitioner, my perceptions of
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older age were influenced mainly by the fact that I had worked with disadvantaged,
distressed and unwell older people and had taken this pathological image to
represent older people as a whole (cf. Biggs, 1993; Bernard, 1998). Once I had left
nursing and began to work with older people in the community involved in various
research projects, including my doctorate, my views began to be challenged.
Murphy and Longino’s suggestion that researchers ‘discover themselves in their
findings’ (1992:145) rang true; I found on several occasions that my reaction to
participants’ revealed a great deal in terms of my own preconceived ideas about later

life as the example below helps to illustrate.
Bill Carter

Bill (80) was a neighbour of mine'. Initially, I was unsure whether or not I should
ask Bill to participate in the project in case he felt obliged to agree. In the event, he
seemed pleased that I had asked him and said that he enjoyed talking to me about his
life. Interviewing him was revealing; both in terms of my own feelings and attitudes
and in terms of what he told me about himself. Listening to him, seeing the many
photographs he showed me of himself and his wife as young people and of the places
he had visited abroad in the war, helped me to see him differently. I wrote in my

research diary:

I was surprised by some of the memories Bill shared with me this afternoon.
Before, I saw only a weak, dependent, old man, afterwards, I saw him in a very

different light.

No longer did the image of a frail old man, living in a dilapidated house, surrounded
by a garden overgrown with weeds, predominate. Instead, I saw a man who, as a
naval nurse, had travelled to places in the world that | had never seen, witnessed the
suffering and death of his comrades in the war and had worked as a volunteer for the
British Legion. We even shared an interest: our love of gardening. Listening and
responding to what people have to say about themselves is one way in which we can

build relationships with them and help to preserve an individual’s sense of who they

! This case study is discussed in an article 1 wrote for the British Journal of Nursing (Clarke, 2000).
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are (Bormat, 1998). In Bill’s case, listening to his story revealed to me how wrong |
was to see him as dependent. I also found out that we had something in common -
we had both been nurses and loved gardening. In sum, it helped me to see Bill as an
individual; to see the person behind the ‘mask’ of ageing (Featherstone and

Hepworth, 1991).

Hazan (1994) and others (cf. Kastenbaum, 1979; Bytheway, 1995) have argued that
we are all influenced by deeply ingrained social attitudes, values and structures
which affect the way in which we think about older age. Hazan (1994) states that
there is a tendency to relate to older people as ‘discrete beings detached from their
previous lives and from the social framework of the non-aged’. A biographical
perspective might, to some extent, help to re-address this since the dissemination of
information through narratives that describe lived experiences through time, allows
us to see older people from within the general human social framework. They are
not seen as first and foremost old, but as ‘ordinary’ people (Hazan, 1994). Thus,
hearing about Bill’s past and his stories about his current life, caused me to reassess
my perception of Bill and to rethink my view of his present. My original view of
Bill - that he was a frail, dependent old man - and my surprise when I discovered that
I was wrong - revealed something of my own ageist and stereotypical assumptions.
My attitude towards Bill was primarily based on his looks - he looked older than his
eighty years and dressed in worn out, often dirty clothes - and the fact that his
lifestyle and housekeeping ‘standards’ were very different from my own (this is

discussed further in chapter six, section ‘Dependency versus independency’).

Bornat (1994) maintains that although no problems may be resolved and no insights
gained, a great deal may be achieved simply by allowing people to be viewed as they
once were and not just as they are now. Listening to Bill talk about his past and
indeed, his present, not only helped to change my view of him, but also has
implications for policy makers and practitioners who plan the provision and delivery
of services. As Johnson (1976) has pointed out, the attitudes, interests and desires of
older people are not created from nothing when they reach retirement; they are the
culmination of a whole life which has ‘sculpted their present problems and
concerns’. People’s accounts of their past lives may provide an insight into their

present needs and priorities. For Bill, one of the most difficult aspects of his life was
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the fact that he could no longer work in his garden. Hearing Bill’s stories about his
garden, provided greater insight regarding how much his garden meant to him. This

is illustrated by the following story, told by Bill:

[ used to set Mrs Jepson's onions for her, next door, and Mrs Hardy'’s, 1 used to
do hers. And I used to have a big allotment up by the Horse and Wagon.
There were about eight of us had allotments up by the pub, you paid so much a
year for them, beautiful soil and a farmer, er, he used to bring us manure for
nothing, he was glad to get shut of it. There was always a rush on with
barrows (laughed). Oh aye. | gave no end of stuff away to old age pensioners
- cabbages, I mean I've had as many as thirty, thirty cabbages. [ used to win
prizes for my onions (paused). It's a pity now (nods to garden, which is
covered in weeds), breaks your heart to see it, what can I do? I mean (points to
hand which he is unable to use due to having suffered a stroke) (long pause).

Aye, I'd love to do it again (paused).

Bill’s love of gardening was something that might be missed or not given priority in
an assessment by a health or social service professional. However, it would have
been relatively simple to arrange a volunteer to help Bill with his garden and it might
have had a positive impact on his everyday life. That said, this is my judgement, not
Bill’s; given his independent spirit and his phrase ‘/'d love to do it again’, he might

not have wanted someone else to do his garden for him.

Revealing the unexpected

The title of this section ‘revealing the unexpected’ exposes another assumption about
later life: that certain topics will not be mentioned in an interview with an older
person. An example of this and a further example of how my own beliefs about
older age affected my reactions to participants, is illustrated by one woman’s
recollection® of an episode that occurred soon after she was married. Whilst out

shopping, she had met her former employer who was surprised to hear that she had

2 Throughout this chapter there are occasions when I do not use participants’ pseudonyms in case
they can be identified from their edited life stories found in the appendix.
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got married and had acquired a mortgage. The next day, the employer paid a visit to
her home and wrote her a cheque for £300 - enough to pay for the property. When
she told her husband what had happened, he reacted with the accusation ‘and how
many times did you get your knickers down for that?” She explained his comment

by saying, ‘it’s just like a man to think like that’.

My reaction to this was interesting; it was one of incredulity. 1 had not expected a
woman of ninety-three to come out with a phrase like, ‘and how many times did you

get your knickers down for that?’ Pickard, echoes my feelings:

I was acutely aware of the emotions that stirred in me in response to their
narratives. Embarrassment at the unaffected way the topic (of death) was
brought up, distress, an almost prurient curiosity which made it resoundingly
clear that here we are dealing with a subject that was normally outside the

bounds of polite social conversation

(1995:208).

This participant repeated this story three times during her interviews, on each
occasion she asked me not to tape record it. She may have repeated the story since
she had discovered that it had gained a reaction from people; people may have
expressed surprised that a woman of her age, mentioned sex so explicitly. Loftus
and Kaufman (1992) indicate that people may benefit in a number of ways from
telling ‘exciting’ stories about themselves; for example, they may present themselves
in a more positive light or build closer relations with others through sharing intimate
stories (see also below, ‘Building rapport’). Thompson (1981) states that when the
life story method is employed, the unexpected as well as the expected is uncovered:

this was certainly true in this case.

Similarly, two participants - the woman above and a woman in a pilot interview -
talked frankly about their inability to have children. They surprised me in their
willingness to talk about something that I presumed would be kept hidden. However,
[ used contemporary society and my own feelings as the benchmarks for my belief

that infertility is a taboo subject, a subject that most people would prefer not to
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discuss. In the past, this may not have been true. Interestingly, neither women
returned to this subject in subsequent interviews. This could have been for a number
of reasons. These included the possibility that they may have felt constrained within
the overall topic of the project - their experiences of later life - to talk about other
issues, despite my intention to allow participants to talk freely about any subject that
concerned them; the issue may no longer have preoccupied their thoughts, or they
may have found it difficult to talk about the subject at that particular time. It showed
that what people choose to reveal and to who, why and when is not consistent; a life
story ‘does not exist as an external datum, independent of time, place, and person,
waiting to be recorded’ (Freeman, 1979:392). Rather, people interpret their lives in
the context of the particular moment in which they are speaking; in the context of the

past and in anticipation of the future (see also below, ‘Distressing stories’).

Another way in which my preconceived notions were confronted concerned people’s
physical appearance. The evaluation of whether or not people look their age, seems
to be related to predetermined notions of stereotypes about age and attitudes to
ageing (Thompson et al., 1990:117) and is illustrated by my reaction to the physical
appearance of two participants. Consider my reaction to first seeing Ann Revitt (91).

I wrote in my research diary:

When 1 knocked on the door, I was greeted by a tall, slim, straight-backed
woman, smartly dressed and made-up, who I took to be Ann’s daughter. I was
wrong: it was Ann herself. Ann, obviously seeing the surprise on my face, told
me that most people were shocked to discover that she was aged over ninety,

not only because of her ‘young’ appearance, but because of her busy lifestyle.

My reaction to Ann revealed my assumptions about older age. I expected a woman
of Ann’s age to be frail and vulnerable, perhaps with a stooping posture. Instead,
Ann was the opposite of my assumptions, not only in terms of her appearance. She
had a strong, confident voice and was actively independent. She also became more
than a participant in the research study, she became a confidante and friend - we still

talk on the phone (see also below, ‘Reciprocity’).
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A visit to a male participant who had responded to my request for volunteers through
a community magazine, revealed a similar response. 1 was surprised to see how
young and fit he looked and, by implication, not frail and ‘old’. This, despite my
assertion about not treating older people as a homogenous group and the fact that he

was the same age as my parents who do not, in my eyes at least, look frail and old!

Researcher/participant issues

In the third phase of interviewing, following Phoenix (1994) and Echevarria-Howe
(1995), I asked questions specifically about the research process. These questions
included asking participants: why they volunteered to take part in the research;
whether they had participated in a similar project before; if they felt that were given
enough information about the project and how they felt about taking part in the
project. [ also asked: what they thought about each of the interviews (about their
lives and about their views on growing older); how they felt about the questions they
were asked; whether they felt they were involved enough in the study or involved too
much; and how they felt about being interviewed by someone who was younger than
them (and/or by a woman/a white person/with an interpreter present). [ asked if
participants had any suggestions regarding how the project might be conducted better
and how they felt that the work might be used. The following sections are based

mainly on the findings from this phase of the research.

Establishing rapport

Close involvement with participants - building rapport with them - is an inherent part
of developing a participatory approach (Oakley, 1981; Finch, 1984) and, 1 would
argue, biographical approaches, although it does not always occur (see below,
‘Barriers to rapport’). My aim was to describe people’s experiences and views of
later life in terms ‘sympathetic to the meaning and significance that they gave to
events in their lives and to be faithful to their interpretation of them’ (cf. Booth and
Booth, 1994:417). As Booth and Booth point out, this would not be possible by ‘a
hit and run approach’ (1994:417). It requires building a level of intimacy that goes
beyond the usual relationship between interviewer and interviewee.