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ABSTRACT

The objective of this thesis was to explore how living in

an age-segregated complex affected the life satisfaction of

its residents. Specifically, I examined those physical and

social factors in a senior citizens' complex which increased

or decreased sUbjective life satisfaction. The decline in

physical health and the loss of relatives and friends

increases the importance of special housing for seniors.

using a case study and symbolic interactionist approach,

I interviewed and observed over twenty seniors in Patrick

Manor over a four-year period and found that many of the

residents were satisfied with their lives. Much of this

contentment could be attdbuted to their physical environment

which provided a sense of worth, security, and friendship.

The residents of Patrick Manor were allowed to choose from the

varied activities which took place at the complex, or to

continue a lifestyle that was oriented towards the everyday

activities outside of the complex.

In the course of my research I discovered a number of

adaptations by residents which were based on attachment to the

complex. Each adaptation type used the complex in varying

degrees. This adaptation ranged from using the complex as a



dormitory with only infrequent interaction with other

residents, to one in which the resident was almost completely

immersed ~Iithin the microcosm of the complex.

The case stUdy provided a means of understanding ways in

which seniors manipUlate their environments to achieve life

satisfaction. Through their eyes we can determine whether

those housing environments intended to ensure a good quality

of life actually accomplish their purposes.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this thesis was to eKplore how physical

setting and social E:nvironment affected the life satisfaction

experienced by seniors living at Patrick Hanor. The social

environment consisted of all those formal and informal

interactions which took place in the physical setting. While

on the surface the social environment appeared static, people

moved in and out of this setting on a daily basis. Each new

resident introduced experiences, symbols, and potential

resources into the Manor. E.'ich resident, old and new, had the

cape.bility of exerting an impact on other residents. Some

chOSe to isolate themselves from the community, while others

became involved in all of the activities that were carried out

in the complex. This range in levels and types of

interactions had an effect on the subjective life satisfaction

of the residents.

Upon entering the complex, residents begin an ongoing

orientation that will continue until they leave. For those

non-city dwellers, such adjustment includes locating good



shopping centres, hospitals, and churches, as well as

adjusting to their neighbours. Those from the city have to

become accustomed to a new neighbourhood as well as to living

with others. Some seniors find that if they feel sick: or need

help they have only to knock: on the wall and help will arrive

in minutes. For many, this provides a sense of security. The

open lounges provide residents with a place where new friends

and supports can be developed. Wl'1ile some residents see the

lounges as a gathering place for idle gossip, others find that

such close proximity decreases their sense of privacy, while

still others welcome the intimate sense of community that it

creates.

Very little is documented about the impact that their

environment has on the SUbjective life satisfaction of

seniors. Yet the need to study these formulaic environments

where seniors reside is increasing due to the aging of

Newfoundland and Canada's popul U" . ...,n.

The Effects and Consequences of a Greyina Population

As the number of people in the over-65 category increases

in proportion to other age groups, aging in Canada is becoming

a major concern. Today seniors across Canada account for 10

perc~nt of the popUlation; their numbers are expected to reach



13 percent by the year :<000, and to 25 percent in the year

2030 (Canada Mortgage and Housing corporation, [CMHC], 1989).

This increasing number of seniors will have important

implications f"r housing planners and policy makers of the

fut\.ire.

Tl':e increasinq numbe:- or senior citizens in Canadian

society is due to a drop in the birth rate and medical

advances which have extended the liff"'. span, In l:Iddition, the

post-world War Two baby-boom generation is now approachinq the

aga of 50. seniors will become a larger percentage of the

population into the early years ot the next century.

Not only are more people reaching the 4ge of 65 today,

they are living longer. Therefore, we can expect to see more

people reaching 80 and 90 years of age in the fl..:ture. It is

the 80 and over age group who are the fastest growing cohort

and who will be most dependent on housing designed to take

into account their declining health and social networks

(Sayegh, 1987).

Among the elderly, femalLs also live longer than males.

This statistic indicates that women are more likely to

exper lence widowhood, and thus 11ve alone. Females are also

more likely to live in rented and age-segreqated complexes



(Canadian council on Social Development [CCSD], 1973; Connidis

olnd Rempel, 1983).

As people age they experience different social and

physical problems. In many cases adjustments to these

problems have to be madQ a:; the person undergoes significant

changes in physical health, retirement, and family and

friendship structures. Declining health is evident in

eyesight, hearing, brain functioning, mobility, and reflexes.

Such health changes may lead to a decrease in activity and

potentially tCl isolation from friends, family, and group

activities. However, not all seniors are affected in the same

way, and many remain as active as before.

As a person ages, then, social crises assume a new

significance. One's social network begins to wane with the

onset of retirement; loss also occurs thrcugh the death of

friends and relatives.

Physical d~:;line signifies the inability of seniors to

perform the same physical activities as in former times, such

as mowing the lawn or shovelling snow. In order for the

person to be able to stay at home, such tasks now must be

delegated. Equally important to the senior is his or her

adaptation to changes in social status. Retirement brings

with it changing social roles, reduced income, and a general



devaluation of status. While at one time this process mainly

affected men, women are now increasingly affected by the sltme

circumstance. For those who have seen the workplace as a

major determinant in building an identity, retirement can

become a major trigger for depression.

Housing and Social Change

Housing environment becomes particularly critical in

helping seniors cope with the changes associated with aging.

Retirement means that the senior spends more time in the home,

which now becomes the centre of daily life (Donegani, 1987).

Looking after a lltrge home can become increasingly difficult

as motor skills decline. This increasing emphal>is on the home

has been labelled the "shrinki:'lg life-space. II At a recent

conference on housing, two participants argued that as seniors

stay home much of the time, good quality, accessible housing

is an important factor in their overall "quality of life"

(CHAC, 1989:11).

While the seniors of the future will be relatively

healthier, their increasing numbers, especially among the 75

plus age group, have many planners belieVing that the best way

to help maintain independence and social "health" is through

providing different housing options.



Attempts are being made to increase the housing options

for a seniors' population which is heterogeneous in terms of

health and wealth. These options range from housing choices

that will allow the senior to remain at home (emergency

response systems). near their families (garden suites), to

choices which allow seniors to live with their peers

(retirement communities) (Newfoundland and Labrador Housing

corporation [NLHC], 1990). A guiding assumption behind the

construction of these new housing options is that they help to

improve the quality of life of those affected by such housing

policies.

While housing options for seniors have been increasing at

an unprecedented rate, little research has been completed in

Canada on the effects of these types of housing on the

seniors' quality of life (CCSD, 197J; Rutman and Freedman,

1988; Beesley, 1989). Because of the lack of research on

available housing, there is little evidence that these

environments affect the seniors living in them. This has led

the National Advisory Council on Aging to call for a

monitoring of new housing for seniors to determine whether

available options are establishing the possibility of a good

quality of life (National Advisory Council on Aging [NACA),

1989) .



As the number of seniors has increased over the years,

the role of housing he.s expanded from providing shelter to

accommodating various social needs. Ear~y emphasis on housing

policy and research has focused on those seniors located in

homes for the aged and nursing home£). After the initial

emphasis on building nursing homes, much of the debate has

centred on the effects of these housing models. The l:esearch

revealed that this type of housing did not fit the best

interests of seniors. It was discovered by researchers that

living in nursing homes contributed to a loss of autonomy,

abrupt loss of participation in the community, increased

dependency on others, as well as a loss of dignity (ontario

Association of Homes for the Aged, 1984).

Efforts are now being made to create housing for the

elderly that enhances their quality of life through

counteracting problems inherent in the earlier homes for the

aged (often described as Itghettos for the elderly"). In tho

1980s and 1990B, the function of such housing is to provide

environments where the elderly can interact with family

members and other residents, feel safe, and make new friends.

While there have been some contradictions on the benefits

of age-segregated seniors' housing, findings have shown that

these complexes have achieved the primary goals of such

hOusing. The positive effects of liVing in age-segregated



environments include more friends and greater interaction with

them, higher levels of satisfaction and well-being, greater

mobility within the neighbourhood, a greater sense of

security, a higher level of morale, easier access to needed

services or facilities, and quieter surroundings (McPherson,

1983; streib, Folts, Hilker, 1984; Baker, 1988). Negative

effects of these environments inclUde the promotion of

physical and social boundaries, a failure to foster social

interaction if not structured properly may in fact discourage

interaction among neighbors if common areas are not included

in the design of the housing, and residents may be isolated

from important services (McPherson, 1983).

The aim of housing pOlicy in the 19905 is to ensure that

the overall life satisfaction of seniors is enhanced.

Policies are designed to encourage independent living and

lnteraction with others in the community according to

individual ability and the maintenance of dignity. Each

design is supposed to cater to a heterogeneous popu lation.

If housing is properly designed, it can help increase a

person's life satisfaction through the provision of an

environment where independence is encouraged and social

interaction fostered (Lawton, 1989).



Releyance of subjective Lite Satisfaction

For many years governments have tried to improve the

qua~ity of life for people. This effort has included

legislation designed to make the workplace safer, and to

improve access to education and health care. The belief in

objective indicators of quality of life began to be questioned

during the early 1970s. As a result, research on social

indicators now includes sUbjective well-being and happiness

(Felt and Sinclair, 1991).

Much has been written on the relationship between income,

health and other objective measures, and life satisfaction

(Diener, 1.994; 'Kozma et a1., 1991). Loss of a spouse,

unexpected relocation of residence, retirement and subjective

declines in health also have a negative impact on a person's

life satisfaction (Roadberg, 1985; Rutman and Freedman, 1988;

0' Bryant and Morgan, ~989).

Early research on hOllies for the aged has shown that the

environment in which a senior is placed can have a negative

impact on his or her life satisfaction. More recent research

has demonstrated that when housing design takes into account

the level of its residents' independence, the environment can

delay the seniors' entry into nursing home facilities and thus

lead to higher levels of life satisfaction (Malozemoff at a1.,



1978}. The prilllary research presented in this thesis exalllines

ho.... one specific housing environment designed for seniors

helped the. lead more satisfyinq lives despite their Illany

physical and social losses.

For the purpose of this thesis, life satisfaction is

defined as conscious qlobal jUdgements of one's life (Diener,

1994). Diener (1994) also indicates that one's life

satisfaction miqht change as life c::ircullstances chanqe

dramatically.

Once the data were collected, efforts centred on the way

the residents responded to the open-ended questions as well as

what others said about the respondents. These questions were

put forward in the interview and during the group meetings.

The conclusions on life satisfaction are based on the five

components of life satisfaction proposed by Neugarten,

Havighurst, and Tobin (19611: 1. lest - having energy to

participate in several areas of life, liking to do things, and

being enthusiastic; 2. resolution and f'ortitude - not giving

up, taking the good with the bad and making the most o~ it,

and accepting responsibility for one's personal lif~; J.

congruence between desired an~ achieved qO&1.8 ~ feeling that

one has accomplished what one has wanted to do; 4. positive

.elf-concept - thinking of oneself as a person of worth; and

10



5 • • ood tone - showing happiness, optimism, and pleasure with

life.

A Case Study of Patrick Manor

Although past research on sUbjective life ~~~dsfaction

conveys a diversity of findings, some generalizations may be

made. "Perceived physical health" is the factor which

explains the greatest amount of personal satisfaction (Kozma

et aI., 1991); other important factors include marital status

(Roadberg, 1985) J and housing, especially that pertinent to

personal safety (McPherson, 1983). Although social contact

has not been established as an important contributor to

overall well-being, quality of contact has an impact on how a

person feels from day to day (Ward et aI., 1988). Age is not

a significant direct factor in the study of quality of life

(Kozma at aI., 1991). However, Diener et a1. (1993) have

found that a direct relationship exists between income and

quality of life.

The purpose of this thesis was to examine the impact of

living in an age-segregated complex in one class of

institution in the Atlantic provinces. Research was dedicated

to a case stUdy of a senior citizens' complex composed of a

predominantly female popUlation. During the study, emphasis

11



was placed on responses to an unstructured questionnaire

format, while observation of the respondent's interaction with

other residents in the complex was also considered.

Observations were made during nightlY gatherings, as well as

at formal and informal meetings within the complex. When

feasible, I interviewed relatives and friends of those

individuals studied. Qualitative analysis aided the

collection of information, while at the same time allowed for

changes over time in the attitudes and opinions of those under

study. The thesis focused on five patterns of achiENing high

levels of subjective life satisfaction. specifically, I

explored those adjustments which were made during residency

and the ways in Which the physical and social environment

combined to increase or decrease one's life satisfaction.

These last two determinants are considered important in

dealing with losses associated with growing older and in

gaining life satisfaction (Rutman and Freedman, 1988). The

methodology focused on a symbolic interactionist approach

which is used to analyze an individual's past history as well

as present attitudes and feelings. Residents have their own

values, attitUdes and social roles which affect their thoughts

and views on issues of privacy, familial contact, housing, and

proper pUblic social behaviour. These beliefs, combined with

the effects of the physical environment, create a sense of

satisfaction with one's life.

12



There are 152 apartments in the coraplex with 150 female

and. 35 male residents. While most of thQ rQsidents are

widows, there are several married couples. The living units

are sl!lf-contained except for laundry facilities which are

located on the ground floor. The cOllplex houses an on-site

convenience store and beauty salon, and each floor is

accessible by elevator and stairs.

Physical setting has an impact on the way seniors assess

the quality of their lives. Whereas some view a security lock

on the main door as providing security from outside forces,

others perceive it as contributing to a senGO of

institutionalbation. Having a convenience store in the

building has the advantage of avoiding the need to venture out

into adverse weather, and provides a sense of independence.

Meeting spaces and an entertainment area provide places vhere

residents could enhance their social networks by DeQting new

and old friends. Adjoining apartments foster close

friendships and a feeling of security. For some residents,

however, the physical setting has negative effects. The

belief is that privacy decreases as one's COlling and going,

due to building arrangements, are too open to pUblic viewing.

Some residents feel the need to chanqe their habits in order

to meet the expectations of other residents who would monitor

their daily activities. Small apartments make it difficult to

13



entertain family or friends in great numbers, or allow the

residents to retain many of their cherished belongings.

The physical structure can and often does affect the

relationships which occur in the complex. Fr iendshlps

developed between residents who frequently passed each other

in the hallway of a particular floor. A strategically located

common room attracted residents trom other wings in the

building. Residents from all floors met in a common meeting

room run by a resident council. Relationships developed

around the building mailboxes where residents met daily. Side

exits were often used to avoid possible conflict with other

residents.

~).butions of this Thesis

This thesis makes three contributions to the Iiterature

on aging, First, its focus is on a qrotJp of elderly who

retain a measure of good health. Galant (1984) argues that

too often we concentrate on the deviant cases at the expense

of those who are healthy. There is a need to ask questions

about the physically and mentally competent. Second, little

research on wEIll-being of seniors in Canada has been conducted

using a qualitative method. This research wi.ll augment

qU8ntitative research on sUbjective life satisfaction as it

14



allows the participants to define quality of life as it is

created on a dlly-to~dIlY basis. In~depth questions and

participant observations over a period of time provide a

clearer picture of the role of day-to-day activities and the

environment in the rnanner in which seniors assess their

quality of life. Finally, unlike other analyses of seniors in

age-segregated settings, this case stUdy examines seniors in

an environment in which no staff members are directly engaged

in a support capacity and without a central dining place where

people come together during the day. This complex provides

healthy seniors with as much independence as possible.

After moving into Patrick Manor, residents chose

different ways of engaging in the life of the complex. Each

resident adopted activities and fdends meaningful to their

personal desires. They were llIble to create worlds which were

similar to their past experiences. The need to study such

l:!nvironments is steadily increasing as the mean age of our

population reaches its senior years. While the 1990s senior

is reasonably healthy, it is still necessa!:y to consider a

decrease in health as well as the loss of social support which

can decrease his or her levels of life satisfaction.

15



After retirement seniors spend more time in the home and

a result, their environment takes on greater importance.

Environments which disregard decreases in health and loss of

social supports will have a negative impact on the life

satisfaction of its senior citizens.

This case study explores how living in one type of

seniors' housing had an impact upon the lavel of sUbjactiva

life satisfaction among its residents and emphasizes the

senior as a creator of life satisfaction. The following

chapter examines scholarly literature on life satisfaction.

16



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter reviews current scholarly literature on life

satisfaction inclUding the limitations of research and factors

related to life satisfaction, and presents an argument ror the

use of symbolic interaction when exploring the subjective life

satisfaction of seniors.

Studies on life satisfaction and seniors are common in

the area of gerontology (Chamberlain, 1985; McNeil et aI.,

1984; Wood, Mathews, Norris, 1992), focusing particularly on

personal characteristics anc! social support. While a number

of theories have been advanced on how different environments

affect life satisfaction, most of the housing studies have

focused on life satisfaction among seniors living in nursing

homes, or institutions that provide professional staff to

assist the senior (Gubrium, 1975; stephens, 1976: Ross, 1977:

17



Hochschild, 1978; Teski, 1981). Little attention has been

accorded the well elderly, especially those who reside in age~

segregated seniors' apartment complexes in Canada.

While these gaps exist, current literature can provide

keys to why some seniors are more likely to be satisfied with

their lives than others. Therefore, it can be used to

spotlight the factors that are more important to seniors in

establishing the desired level of life satisfaction.

~atisfaetion

Life satisfaction has captured considerable attention in

the literature on aging. While the concept has been around

since the early 19709, it has been variously defined (Larson,

1978; Gubrium and Lynott, 1985; ROlldberq, 1985). However,

most researchers agree that life satiSfaction is a sense at

life fulfilment lind that lives lire proceeding as planned.

Life satisfaction has also been referred to as lDorale,

adjustment, enjoyment, quality of life, and as sUbjectivo,

psychological, or perceived well-being (Roadberg, 1985).

There llre two mellBures of assessing life satisfaction:

global and multidimensional measures. Global measures

evaluate the immediate emotiona ot the respondent; for

,.



example, asking him or her to rate current life situations,

and then to elaborate on that rating. The multidimensional

constructs are more common and include the Life Satisfaction

Index devised by Neugarten, Havighurst, and Tobin (1961),

Centre Morale Scale (Lawton, 1975), Srole's Anomia Scale

(Srole, 1956), and Scales of Happiness (Kozma and stones,

1980). Depending upon the measurement instrument, sUbjective

and objective measures of quality of life are included in the

assessment of multidimensional constructs.

Factors Related to Life Satisfaction

Over the past 30 years, many factors have aided in

determining why certain seniors are more satisfied with their

lives. Kozma et a1. (1991), in their major review of factors

related to well-being, have broken these predictors into six

areas: sUbjective satisfactions, demographic characteristics,

activity involvement, stressfUl life events, environmental

factors, and personality factors. The following review

concentrates heavily on the work of Kozma et a1. (1991) as

well as more recent inquiries, particularly those pertaining

to case studies.

Subjectlye satisfactions: Larson (1978), in his thirty-year

study, found that health is strongly related to sUbjective

19



well-being. While most of these studies were conducted in

America, research completed in Canada has confirmed that

health is a strong predictor among both native and non-native

seniors (Blandford and Chappell, 1990). Roadberg (1985) also

found that the health of seniors is related to life

satisfaction.

It has been established that sUbjective health is a

better predicator of well-being than objective measures.

Kozma et al. (1991) provide three reasons for this finding:

sUbjective health measures have additional components not

shared by Objective health measures; sUbjective measures may

involve comparisons with one's peers; and being satisfied with

one's health may be a measure of mental as well as physical

health.

As with health, sUbjective assessments of housing

satisfaction prove to be better predictors of perceived well~

being than objective indicators. Kozma et al. (1991)

conclude that housing satisfaction is a more important

indicator of well-being for these residing in institutions

than these living outside a structured environment.

In current research income, as a factor in well-being,

shows dissimilar findings. While income is considered

illlportant among American seniors, it is not as vital to
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Canadians a disparity which can be attributed to the

differences in the method of measurement of well-being

(McDonald and Wanner, 1990). However, Kozma et a1. (1991)

also postulate that the level of a person's income is not the

strongest predictor of well-being, but that satisfaction with

income is deemed more important. They claim that the reason

for these findings is that the individual may be comparing him

or herself with others. This comparison is referred to as the

"relative deprivation theory." Recent research by Diener

(1994) proposes a direct link between income and well-being,

both within and between people living in various countries.

studies examining the relationship between marital status

and life satisfaction have provided differing findings. While

Roadberg (1985) suggests that marital status is related to

life satisfaction, Blandford and Chappell (1990) infer that it

is related to lonel iness. These and other findings have led

Kozma at a1. (1991) to conclude that marital status indirectly

affects well-being and influences other predictors such as

social activity. However, Kozma et a1. (1991) did find that

marital satisfaction is a major source of variance in well

being among seniors.

peIDoqrapb ie factors: Gender has not been found to be a strong

factor in relation to life satisfaction of seniors. Roadberg

(1985) indicates that there is little difference in the
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perceptions of life satisfaction between males and females.

Rather the differences could be discerned in the measurement

of life satisfaction. Other researchers have made similar

findings (Larson, 1978; Blandford and Chappell, 1990); in

other instances, gender has been found to interact with health

and income (Kozma et a1., 1991).

According to Kozma et a1. (1991), age is not a major

predictor of well-being, but it may be more significant as an

interactive agent. As with age, education combines with other

factors to influence life satisfaction. Higher education

means more income, which in turn leads to diverse housing

choices and to higher satisfaction levels.

Activity involyement: Social interaction has been seen as an

important factor in predicting lite satisfaction. However,

Kozma et a1. (1991) suggest that it is as consequential as

other SUbjective measures and indicate that both formal and

informal activities have an impact on well-being. Their

review of the literature suggests that friends rather than

family members may playa more significant role in positive

feelings of well-being' a finding that was also advanced by

Antonucci (1985). An explanation for this finding is in the

types of activities that involve friends and family. Friends

are more valued for their help since it is not expected, while
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family members are supposed to offer support (Antonucci,

1990) .

stressful events: As people age, they encounter an increasing

amount of daily pressures and stressful events. In addition

to coping with the death of a spouse or relative, the elderly

also have to contend with a fixed income ....hich is not matching

rising inflation. While some of these stresses can be

overcome ....ith the help of social support (Kozma et a1., J.991) ,

as predictors these burdens can explain up to 19 percent of

the variance in well-being.

Enyironmental fa~: From community size to dwelling type,

environment has been variously defined in the literature, the

most common of Which is the rural/urban dichotomy. These

studies show that community size is not a dependable predictor

of well-being, although those living in rural areas have lower

levels of education, fewer services, and poorer housing in

comparison to their urban counterparts (Kozma et a1., 1991).

community size indirectly influences one's sense of well-being

as those in smaller areas are more likely to be integrated

into the community and consequently have higher levels of

well-being.

Age-segregation is a positive factor in predicting well

being (McPherson, 1983). When the elderly can no longer
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remain in their homes, they prefer to live with their peers.

Seniors are more satisfied with their peers because they shue

similar values, social standards, and life experiences (Lawton

et aL, 1984; Kozma at aL, 1991). McPherson (1983) infers

that greater interaction with neighbours, a sense of security,

more likelihood of assistance among neighbours, fewer negative

stereotypes about aging, easier access to needed services and

quieter surroundings also contribute to positive well-being.

Like other predictors of well-being, Kozma et al. (1991)

conclude that objective indicators of environment are not as

good predictors of well-being as SUbjective ones. These

findings, however, may be more related to age-segregated

buildings rather than neighbourhoods.

Ward et al. (1988:198) found that age concentration in

the neighbourhood is not related to SUbjective well-being.

They hypothesize that "neighbourhood age concentration may

represent inSUfficiently large concentrations of age peers

compared with the more complete segregation of retirement

communities H • A number of quantitative and qualitative

studies endorse the findings that age-segregated complexes and

communities, when design takes into account their special

characteristics, provide residents ....ith higher levels of life

satisfaction (Carp, 1966; Teaff et al., 1978; Carp 1987;

Beesley, 1989).



A number of theoretical perspectives have been posited

which attempt to explain how well-being is affected by

environment (Lawton et a1., 1982; Galant, 1984). The approach

of Lawton et a1. (1982) best suggests that the more demands

placed on the individual, the lower the sense of well-being.

If the environment does not provide the right resources,

individual's sense of well-being will diminish.

Personality factors: Personality factors including self

esteem, locus of control, extroversion and neuroticism have

also been associated with well-being. Extroversion has been

proposed as an important predictor of happiness. However,

Argyle and Martin (1991) conclude that this association may be

doubtful as participants in these studies ara more likely to

choose enjoyable activities, exhibit more positive non-verbal

signals, and talk about pleasant things than non-participants.

In summary, one of the major findings to come out of this

research on life satisfaction is that SUbjective predictors

have more influence on life satisfaction than objective

SUbjective predictors help provide

explanations for higher levels of fulfilment among persons

living in age-segregated complexes compared to those living in

age-integrated surroundings.
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Limitations Qf Research on 1,1 fa satisfaction

Despite the research conducted on well-being in the

elderly, much of this research has been plagued by conceptual

problems (Larson, 1978; Gubrium and Lynott, 1985; Stull,

1987); life satisfaction, happiness, perceived well-being, and

affect have been used interchangeably, which causes much

confusion with definition. Despite these problems, a number

of valid points can be made about the methods employed in the

stUdy of quality Of life, particularly as it pertains to

seniors. Most studies assessing the life satisfaction of

seniors have been conducted in the united states, with sample

sizes ranging from under one hundred to over three thousand

SUbjects. The majority of these studies are cross-sectional

and longitudinal quantitative surveys which have examined

SUbjective well-being. While they make an important

contribution, these studies are unable to assess the effect of

day-to-day activities on the sUbject's response.

Few $tudies on well-being look directly at life

satisfaction from a qualitative perspective. A number of

ethn0-Jraphic studies Which have shed light on lite inside

seniors' housing address certain aspects of life satisfaction

(Gubrium, 1975; Stephens, 1976; Ross, 1977; HQchschild, 1978;

Teski, 1981). In view of the findings Qf Kozma et 511. (1991)

that SUbjective predictors are more powerful than objective
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indicators in explaining life satisfaction, it is important

that such a case study of a seniors' complex be conducted.

Each type of well-being construct has its strengths and

weaknesses, One major limitation of multidimensional

constructs is that they fail to inspect those day-to-day

events which have an impact on a person's quality of life

(Roadberg, 1985). Larson (1978) concludes that this lack of

emphasis on the day-to-day is a gap in the literature, yet

since his review little has been done to close this void in

terms of more study, especially in canada. Further support

for using a qualitative perspective when looking at life

satisfaction is" provided by Wood and Johnson (1989:406), who

they conclude that "We cannot do without qualitative research

if our intention is to capture the quality of human

experience, and this must be our goal if we are interested in

the quality of life of older people or any other group".

Qualitative research, however, can provide a fresh look

at SUbjective life satisfaction, a construct, which is

constantly being assessed and reassessed. Such research can

be used to gain an increased understanding of the ideas,

feelings, motivQs, and beliefs behind what people think and

do. It is more flexible than quantitative methods in that it

allows the researcher to seek out the meanings and

interpretations that people give to events, objects, other
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people and situations in their environments. Finally, in the

qualitative approach emphasis is placed on the person; this

allows the researcher the opportunity to collect richer

information on the influences in the person's life in his or

her particular environment (Strauss and Corbin, 1990;

Stainback and Stainback, 1991).

Satisfaction as Symbolic Interaction

Despite the fact that several studies have shown that

seniors in age-segr~gated complexes consistently score higher

on a number of dimensions of life satisfaction, little

research has been done to judge how environment leads to this

(McPherson, 1983). Much of the blame must rest with a lack of

direct emphasis on the stUdy of this satisfaction,

particularly in the form of qualitative research.

The theoretical approach used in this thesis was symbolic

interaction, an approach that captures those patterns of

adjustment which are a consequence of the day-to-day

interaction of the residents of Patrick Manor. It may well be

as McPherson (1983:300) suggests, that satisfaction and well

being in age-segregated complexes are derived from "a SQnSQ of

identity community created when interaction and

interdependence among the residents evolve, when emphasis is
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on personal relations and not status, when leadership skills

are available and utilized effectively, and when shared

values, symbols, and norms take priority in the lifestyles ot

residents". This theoretical approach will help assess the

validity of that claim.

Symbolic interaction is crucial, in light of the finding

of Kozma et a1. (1991), in that many of the strongest

predictors of w~ll-being are subjective measures. Wilen

arriving at a sense of life satisfaction, such findings show

the importance of socializing and making personal assessments.

The seniors of Patrick Manor are living in a complex where

they can constantly compare their situations. This helps

explain how seniors in this building construct a sense of life

satisfaction which develops out of their past, present and

future expectations, ai':l a result of the social relationships

they have developed.

Studies on the life satisfaction of seniors are common in

literature dealing with gerontology. Many of the studies

which have looked at life satisfaction, housing environments,

and seniors have been conducted in nursing homes. When

looking at life satisfaction, global

mUltidimensional measures have been used.

29
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six different factors which have been examined in

relation to life satisfaction include sUbjective

satisfactions, demographic characteristics, activity

involvement, stressful lifp. events, environmental factors, and

personality factors. Of these, sUbjective satisfactions

provide the greatest explanation for life satisfaction. While

considerable research has been conducted using a longitUdinal

design, much of the research remains cross-sectional. Yet Clno

of the most noticeable lirnitat ions in research on life

satisfaction is a lack of emphasis on qualitative research

methods.

symbolic interaction is one approach ....hich can be used to

examine the relationship between seniors and sUbjective life

satisfaction. Its emphasis on the individual and his or her

interactions with others can indicate how that individual

creates different levels of life satisfaction on a day-to-day

basis. The interactionist approach is important in light of

the fact that SUbjective measures help explain most of the

variations in well-being. The following chapter examines how

symbolic interaction can be used to aSSS9S the impact of

environment on subjective life satisfaction.
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CHAPTER 3

SYMBOLIC INTERACTION AND SUBJECTIVE LIFE SATISFAI..'TION

Introduction

With its emphasis on the individual as creator of his or

her own experience, symbolic interllction gives an important

perspective on life satisfaction. The individual is able to

exert reflexive interpretation over what is encountered in

daily interaction. As an active participant in the

environment, the individual is able to take others into

account, acting, perceiving, interpreting, and then acting

again (Charon, 1979). When a person enters a situation, he or

she brings different symbols to interpret that situation. As

a consequence of being able to act and react upon

personalities and situations, the individual can create

conditions more conducive to a higher level of SUbjective life

satisfaction. Symbolic interaction has six important concepts

which can aid interpretation of individuals who achieve high

levels of satisfaction in situations which may not always seem

congenial. These concepts include symbols, the self,
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definitions of situations, social worlds, socialization, and

roles. This chapter examines these concepts.

~: Symbols, a central concept of symbolic interaction

(Charon, 1979), are seen as the foundation of everyday life,

with learned and shared meanings. Emphasis on the surrounding

symbols differs, and the interpretation changes as an

individual interacts with others and discusses opinions of

these symbols. There are three types of symbols: objects

consist of items such as trees, furniture or houses;

activities involve deeds such as roles; and language can

embrace such concepts as ideologies or pl'\rsonal satisfactior.s.

According to Ritzer (1988), three aspects of symbols can

have an impact on one's sense of life satisfaction: l.

symbols can greatly increase the ability to solve various

problems; 2. the use of symbuls allows the actor to transcend

time, spa<:e, and even thei::- own persons, and to live in the

past or see What it will be like to live in the future; 3.

symbols allow people to avoid being enslaved by their

environment.

The individual can either impart with symbols or add new

ones. However, if important symbols have to be given up due

to a move or ill health, the loss can have an impact on a

person's life satisfaction. Moving away from one's home after
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