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Abstract

The objective of this thesis is to explore the process of relirement, in particular, the
cognitive and defensive strategies adopled by retired professional and semi-professional women
to maintain a sense of sell in an urban Newfoundland community as they adjust to retirement.
Since long term employment outside the home constitules a salient experience for women, it is
essential to examine its impact on relired women's sense of self, how faclors such as ageism and
sexism interact to influence women's idenlities and how their resources alffect the way they
respond to threatening situations.

Using the symbolic interactionist approach and grounded theory, | interviewed a

snowball sample of 11 relired ional and semi women and three

All interviews were typically lengthy, diverse and semi-structured. Follow up inlerviews were held

in a more casual The ion of built-in and indepth inlerviews
indicate a great deal about the process of retirement adjustment and factors that influence it.
Drawing from my data, relired women have differing sense of sell and resources
depending on whether or nol they worked for pay, the nalure of their work and home
relationships. Although work has an impact on women's sense of sell, this impact can be mediated

by such factors as familial i ips. In addition, familial i ips like work ig can

range from supportive to abusive. Consequently, retired women's areas of vulnerabililies and the
strategies they devise 10 protect a positive sense of self vary from woman 1o woman.

Like retired men, retired professional and semi-professional women have 1o deal with
their own retirement. In addition, they have to deal with sexism, ageism, poverty and divorce. All
these above mentioned faclors alfect women's sense of sell and hence, their vulnerability o the
retirement transition. With the increasing number of women in the labour force, female retirement
has become a socially significant phenomenon. By exploring the difficulties retired women have

1o deal with in an effort to maintain their sense of sell and the limiled resources they have 1o



protect themselves in threalening situations, we can have a better understanding of the kinds of
threats they have to deal with and their needs. With this understanding, effective social policies
can be implemented and retirement programs adjusted o serve the needs of both male and

female retirees. Some of these policy issues are addressed in the concluding chapter.

i



Acknowledgement

This thesis was writlen with the fondest memories of a very dear and special person:
my grandfather. His unconditional love and warmth had been and always will be my constant
motivation and strength. | thank my grandma for the many years she spenl taking care of me. |
give special thanks to rmy Uncle Jimmy for his moral support and his faith in me. This piece of work
is dedicated lo these three special people: my grandfather, my grandmother and my Uncle
Jimmy.

1 wish to thank my supervisors, Barbara Neis and Larry Fell, for their competent
supervision and constant encouragement. A very special word of thanks especially to Barbara for
“always making lime to be there" for me.

I thank Memorial University for the graduate fellowship and the Institute of Social and
Economic Research for the research grant which enabled me 1o carry out my field work. Their
financial assistance has made my research much more rewarding.

A special appreciation to Charles Pang for his moral support and encouragement. Last,
but not least, | thank all my respondents and their family members for their graciousness and

hospitality which made this thesis possible.



Table of Contents

Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Why Specific Studies On Women. 2
12 Studies in 5
1.3 Women, Aging and 6
1.4 Limitation of Exisling Research. 10
1.5 Organisation of Thesi: 14
Chapter 2: Theoretical Review
2.1 What is Symbolic 15
2.2 Definition: 16
221 16
2.2.2 Moral Career. 17
2.2.3 Career Ci 18
2.2.4 Symbol; 19
225 Language 20
226 Order. 20
2.3 Contingent Faclors 1
2.3.1 Health 22
2.3.2 Aging. 22
2.3.3 Income. 23
2.3.4 Social network. 24
2.3.5 Nature of Previous 4
2.4 Necessity for a Feminist Corrective. 27
2.5 Summary. 29
Chapter 3: Social History
31 30
3.2 Description of Sample. 30
3.3 Reasons for selecting i and Semi-F 31
3.4 Goals and Method: 32
3.5 Technique. 35
3.6 Problems 35
3.7 Summary... 36



Chapter 4: The Impact of Professional and
Semi-professional Work on Women's Retirement

4.1 37
4.2 Case Study Approach. 45
42,1 Carol 43
4.2.2 Rhonda. 45
4.2.3 Rhonda and Carol .48
4.2.4 Veronica. 48
4.2.5 Rhonda and Veronica. 49
4.2.6 Carol and Veronica 53
4.2.7 Margaret. 58
4.2.8 Margaret and Carol. 59
4.2.9 Margaret and Rhonda. 61
4.2.10 Margaret and Veronica. 64
4.3 Summary. 65
Chapter 5: The Struggle to Maintain a Positive
Sense of Self
5.1 .67
5.2 Jackie 7
5.3 Wendy. 75
5.4 Nancy. 77
5.5 Dora. .80
5.6 Summary 83
Chapter 6: Conclusion
L 86
6.2 Research Overview 86
6.3 Limitations and Possible 88
6.4 For 89
65 For Policy Planner 92
66 C 95
References 96
Appendix A 102
A dix B 105

PP

vi



Chapter 1

Introduction

i from has it been viewed as an experience exclusive
1o men. For years, women have been excluded from studies on retirement due 1o the view that
their labour force participation was secondary 1o their roles as wives and mothers. The relevance
of employment to their sense of self was questioned and women who left work, including those
who relired, were seen as simply returning to their primary roles. Relirement adjustment was

therefore ic and required litlle ion. Such a notion is particularly problematic

in our present time given the increasing number of women pursuing long term employment
careers. The objeclive of this thesis is to investigale the process of retirement, including the
cognitive and defensive sirategies adopted by retired professional and semi-professional
women in an urban Newfoundiand community as they adjust to withdrawal from the formal labour
force.

Since symbolic interactionism is a perspective which allows us to examine the various
processes an individual undergoes in the cuntext of a major status change (i.e. occupational
retirement), it is particularly suited for the questions addressed in this thesis. Symbolic
interactionism emphasises the centrality of the individual's sense of sell, that is, who they think
they are and how they sense others see them and their transformation. From the perspective of

symbolic ionit the process of adi is viewed as a dynamic, interactive one in

which the retiree’s sense of personal identity is altered as a result of the changes associated with



the newly acquired retirement status. Adjustment includes the complex social-psychological and
organisational changes associaled with the status of retirement in this study such as
respondents’ perception of retirement; the kinds of changes involved, both in their private and
public worlds, and how they actively negotiate and manage their sense of sell in retirement.
Interactions of all types are significant, for in interactions, individuals are required to consider the
situations of others and to decide when and how to fit their own activities with those of significant
others (Ritzer, 1987).

1 will focus on how women creale a sense of idenlily out of the experiences associated
with withdrawal from formal employment as well as other major delerminants of social stalus, for
example, their family and gender. Since gainful long term employment outside the home
conslitutes a salient experience for women, one may expect il 1o contribute to retirement
adjustment. Comparisons with a small sample of homemakers will be used in this study 1o
enhance our understanding of the impact of long term employment on retirement. Because it is
most problematic lo preserve one's sense of self in threalening situations, | will also examine how
retired professional and semi-prolessional women respond lo crisis siluations and unwanlted
encounters. The discussion will explore how resources such as good health, financial
independence and social networks can combine 1o affect relired women's sense of self, their
retirement adjustment and responses 10 potential crisis situations. This chapter will review recent
literature on women's adjustment lo retirement and aging as well as establish the need for more
sludies on women's relirement.

1.1 Why Specific Studies On Women

Women generally outlive men and the gap between them in lile expeclancy is
increasing (NAC Review, 1991). In 1901, the corresponding figures were 48 years for men and
51.5 for women. By 1983, the corresponding figures were 71.4 and 77.2 years respectively
(Fennell et. al., 1988). Al present, women outlive men by an average of 7.5 years. Hence,
women constitute the bulk of the elderly and it is projected that women 80 years and above will
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oulnumber men of the same age by a ratio of more than two to one in Canada by 2001 (McDaniel,
1988). In addition, the increasing number of women entering our labour force today means that
retirement is less and less exclusive to men (Szinovacz, 1982). Yet, despite this, the retirement
and aging experiences of older women remained virtually invisible in gerontology and retirement
literature (McDaniel, 1988). The most probable explanation for such inattention is to be found in
the embedded sexism found in most modem societies which treals the aging process ditferently
for men and women (Burwell, 1984). Sexism refers to the fact that women are perceived and
treated as less valued than men: their stalus and needs are secondary to those of men
(McDaniel, 1988). They are encouraged to identify with their faces and are frequently reduced to
mere sex objects (Johnson and Williamson, 1980). The impact of this double standard on retired
‘women's sense of sell and retirement adjustment will be discussed in more detail in chapters four
and five.

Relalively little is known about the retirement experiences of previously employed
women and how such experiences differ from those of men. Recent research comparing men's
and women's relirement has shown that their experiences and adjustment to retirement tend to
differ in substantial ways (Levy, 11980; Atchley, 1982, 1976; Seltzer, 1979). Matthews and
Brown's (1987) Southern Ontario study compared 124 retired women and 176 retired men. It
found that men and women differ in their reasons for retirement, with men being more likely to
retire because of company policy, or because they are tired of work. Both men and women are
equally likely to retire for health reasons. However, women are more likely to retire due to the
poor health of a spouse or other family members. As a result, women are more likely to retire
reluctantly and generally have less control over their retirement decisions than men. Men's and
'women's experiences in retirement also tend to differ. For this reason, the findings of retirement
sludies on men cannot be generalised to women.

Existing differences in men's and women's experiences of retirement can be traced to

socialisation, occupational segregation and sexism. "Sex" becomes transformed into "gender*
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through socialisation processes, whereby males and females learn roles ano behaviours which
are commonly associated with their sex, and with females being subordinated to males (Fennell
et. al, 1988). Fagot and Patterson (1969) argue thal we are socialised from childhood to develop
appropriate female/male behaviours through imitation and sanctions. The socialisation process is
S0 pervasive that women's roles of nurturing family members are often viewed as natural or
innate. This is one of the reasons why women tend to retire for reasons thal are dilferent from
men.

Regardless of whether women worked in the labour force or nol, they continue to be
responsible for work in the private sphere. Women's work in the private sphere is rarely rewarded
in monetary terms and is viewed as of lesser value than the work of men. Morecver, the work
women are hired to do in the public sphere is frequently unskilled or semi-skilled. As a resull,
women's jobs are often those that provide little opportunity for advancement, low wages, and low
prestige (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1984).

In all known socielies, a hierarchy exists whereby men's activities and atiributes are
more highly valued than women's. Women, both individually and as a group, are often
discriminated against, oppressed and exploited (Smith, 1986; Armstrong and Armsirong, 1984;
Harding, 1986; Fennell el. al., 1988). Such treatment flows from their lack of political and social
power. Sexism serves 10 legitimise institutional and individual discrimination against women on
the basis of their sex.

It is essential to examine the importance of gender and how it conditions women's

experiences in retirement as in other areas of their lives. Occupational segregalion encourages

the of different s pecific atlitudes and and hence, different female
and male consciousness and opportunities (Fennell et. al.; 1988, Gilligan, 1982; Lakolf, 1973).
Because of the dilferent ways in which women are perceived and treated, and their limited
resources to challenge such treatment, they tend to experience retirement differently. Aithough

both women and men are victims of ageism, the older woman is particularly devalued , ignored
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and even openly resented. Older women are perceived as foolish, worthless and unattractive,
and older wives are viewed as expendable. Such attitudes towards older women are partly a
reflection of the double standard of aging (Lesnofl-Caravaglia, 1984). Inevitably, elderly women
tend lo suffer from the lriple burden of retirement, ageism and sexism. As a result, they are
marginalised by sociely at large. This affects the way they perceive themselves and accounts for
their vulnerability in retirement.
1.2 Retirement Studies in Newfoundland

Most studies on aging in Newfoundland adopt a quantitative approach (Kozma and
Stones, 1983, Stones and Kozma, 1986; Riach, 1984). Kozma and Stones (1983), fer example,
investigated predictors of happiness using the Memorial Scale of Happiness (MUNSH). They
surveyed a random sample of 200 urban, 200 rural and 200 institutionalised Newfoundlanders
over the age of 64. They found that factors such as housing, health, activity and life events are
important predictors of happiness in later life for all three groups. However, the authors did not
distinguish beiween retirees and non retirees, and belween the experiences of men and
women. Their 1986 study also focuses on happiness and its predictors 1. Riach's survey (1984)
of a random sample of retired men and women in St. John's, examined altitudes towards
retirement. He found that income and health are impoitant for retirees, but did not explore how
these factors influence men and women differently in retirement adjustment.

There are a lew qualitative studies on the elderly in Newloundliand (Doucetle, 1985;
Antler, 1977, Porter, 1988, Davis, 1979: 1983; 1985). Doucette's study (1985), for example,
focuses on the significance of leisure activities in later life, but not retirement strategies. Her
sample consisted of 10 relirees (men and women) from various communities in Newfoundland.
She found that “isolated" leisure activities such as knitting and painting are important for
retirement adjustment because they are not only enjoyable, but resuits are periodically soid for
profit or given fo significant others on special occasions. Such activities both help the elderly

pass Iheir time meaninglully and help them maintain social contact with others through the
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exchange of gifts that they have made.

Research on older women in Newfoundland has tended to focus more on the rural
context. For example, women's work in Newfoundland fishing families (Antler, 1977), the sexual
division of labour in a Newfoundland outport (Porter, 1988) and the roles women play in a
Newfoundland fishing village (Davis,1979). Davis (1983) examined the relationship between
menopause and women's status. Her sample consisted ol women in a southwest coast
Newfoundland fishing village.She found that household roles such as good housekeeper and
mother are important major sources of idenlity for women and that women in rural areas do not
suffer a loss of status as they age because they have full conlrol over domeslic issues and the
ssame access 1o financial resources as their husbands. In addition, women can also enhance their
status in the community by engaging in voluntary work. Hence, women in their seventies and
eighties often continue to play an active role in communily life and are respected for their
knowledge and skills. Although Davis's study is not specifically on previously employed women,

her findings provide us with some ing of women's aging i in later life in a

fishing village in the 1970s.

None of the existing studies focus ifi on women and

retirement. Most do not distinguish between male and lemale experiences and those thal focus
on women focus on menopause and the rural conlext. My research will adopt a qualitative
approach and focus on retired, previously employed women and the stralegies they devise to
maintain a sense of self in retirement.
1.3 Women, Aging and Retirement

Most existing literature on women's retirement is based on quantitative research. In this
literature, factors such as income, social network, number of leisure activities and health are
identified as predictors of retirement adjustment as measured by some “adjustmenl scale"
(Szinovacz, 1983). Although such studies provide vital policy-relevant information, they usually

neglect the respondenls’ personal assessment of their own situalions, the kinds of changes
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Ihey encounter and how these changes alfect their sense of self. In addition, because most of
the retirement studies utilise different measuring scales, many of the studies tend to present
contlicting tindings. This will be discussed in more detail in the following section.

Until recently, most of the retirement literature on women focused on women as
homemakers. These studies presumed the housewife role shaped women's experience of
aging. Hence, they emphasised the "empty nest syndrome", a phase of the life cycle when the
last child leaves home. For example, Williams (1977) argues that because the adult female gains
her identity primarily from her role as a mother, the loss of this role results in greater disorientation
and dissalisfaction for her than her male counterpart, whose identity stems mainly from his role as
a provider. Quadagno's study (1986) on aging indicates that the empty nest and grandparent
role are some of the changes in family status that have greater impact on women than men.
Although she indicales that the empty nest can be a positive experience, she does not explain
how such life events affect women's sense of self nor does she explore the kinds of strategies
aging women adop! to maintain their identities.

In recent years, more studies are focusing on women and retirement. One such study
explored the resources of retired women and homemakers (Keith, 1982). Keith's study is an
attempt to explore whether long term previous employment has any impacl on women's
retirement experiences. She conducled structured interviews with 114 retired women and 232
homemakers from randomly selected towns. All respondents were from the ages of 72 to 97, and
most were widowed. All previously employed women worked most of their adult lives and were
retired for at least seven years. Homemakers were slightly older (80.6 yaars) than retired women
(79.3 years). She found that health and non home-centred activities such as involvement in
voluntary work tend to be much more important to retired women than homemakers. She
suggested that this may be because participation in voluntary activities (church etc) provide the
opportunities for retired women to apply the skills that they had acquired in the workplace. In

addition, such activities help them enhance informal relationships with others and allow them to
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establish supportive social networks. However, although Keilh's study indicates that there are
differences between retired working women and homemakers, she does nol specify whether
these women were relired working class, semi-prolessional or professional women. In addition,
even though she indicates thal resources such as health and non home-cenired activities are
important for retired women o accommodate to withdrawal from work, she does not explore how
these resources affect their sense of self in retirement. One reason for this may be because she
adopted a quantilative approach instead of a qualitative approach.

Jewson's study (1982) on retired professional women utilised semi-structured
interviews with a sample of 32 retired professional women and 30 other retirees for comparisons
(16 retired professional males and 14 relired non professional females). The aim of this study was
10 explore what retirement was like for professional women in the first six years of retirement. All
the retired professional women and men in this sample wete members or former members of the
the National Council on Family Relations and were from similar fields, while the non professional
retired women were introduced by friends. Jewson found negligible differences between retired
professional men and women in their satistaction in retirement. For example, she explains that
although more women than men indicaled that retirement life is more pleasant than working life,
they share more similarities with each other than with working women. She found that relired
professional men and women are better able 1o establish new social networks than non

professional women. In addition, the former tend to focus more on non home cenired aclivities

such as cultural activities, travel and i i than non ional women. The
reason for this may be because they have more resources and oplions than non professional
women in retirement.

Jewson indicates that satisfaction in relirement is positively related lo resources such
as good health, social networks and a wide variety of options for all three groups, but she does
not explore how such resources can alfect the relirees’ perception of themselves or the kinds of

strategies they devise for prolecting their sense of sell. One of the reasons why she did not



detect substantial differences between retire' ,«ofessional men and women may be because
she did not adopt a symbolic interactionist approach. Another reason may be because she was
only examining the first six years of relirement.

In Dulude’s review of the lilerature on aging (1988), health and adequate income were
important factors for women in old age. She aiso argues that most elderly men have wives acting
as housekeepers and nurses. In conirast, elderly women who are sick and frail must fend for
Ihemseives. For these reasons, women's retiement experiences tend o differ from men's
(Matthews and Brown, 1987). Women's situation is often made worse by inadequate incomes. A
majorily of older women are unable o afford the services they desperately need in old age,
particularly, adequate medical care and/or a part lime housekeeper to help with the cleaning. This
lack of income is the main reason for their social isolation and lack of mobility. Although Dulude
discusses the significance of health and income in later life, she does nol explore how these
factors can affect aging women's sense of self and retirement sirategies. In addition, she does
not tell us whether these elderly women are from middile or working class backgrounds.

Although more recent studies have incorporated both men and women in retirement
studies, most do not differentiate between men and women's relirement experiences. Those on

women do nol dif iale between and employed women's

experiences in relirement. Furthermore, research focusing on previously employed women,
does not indicale the nalure of their previous employment. Survey findings, for instance,
indicale that good health is as important as adequate income because such resources affect the
retiree’s mobilily and enjoyment of retirement (Paimore et. al., 1985; Lee and Shehan; 1989;
Szinovacz; 1983; Seccombe and Lee, 1986; Cockerham et. al., 1983). However, these studies
do not tell us how aging women utilise these resources to protect and/or maintain their sense of
self. Inchapters four and five, | will show how poor health and limited financial resources not only

affect relired women's sense of self, but also their responses to threatening situations.
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Exisling research on women's retirement tend 10 be based on a Quantitative approach.
Atthough survey research indicates that faclors such as social networks are important prediclors
for relirement adjustment and satisfaction, it does not lell us much about the ongoing process or
how such faclors as social network may affect the development of one's sense of self. This
means that this research does nol help us appreciale the subjective responses each person
makes to his or her experiences of relirement. Survey research also tends lo objectily
respondents’ behaviour. It does not focus on the subjeclive, social processes, support
networks, cultural values and changes thal sustain or transform a particular sense of sell. For
instance, Keith's study (1982) on the impact of work on women's retirement indicales that health
and non home-centred activities are important resources because they help women cope with
withdrawal from employment. However, she did not explore how such resources can affect their
sense of who they think they are or how they can manipulate these resources to prolect their sell
identities.

Most surveys investigale and measure age change cross-sectionally rather than
longitudinally. Therefore, it is difficult to determine whether changes are truly age-related or
whether they reflect the influence of birth in a particular cohort, or the eflects of hislorical evenls
(e.g. the World Wars, the Depression elc.) impinging on the life cycle. Our perception of
retirement and aging are often affected by our historical and cultural experiences (Lowenthal et.
al., 1975; Trimakas and Nicolay, 1974). Telephone inlerviews and mail-out questionnaires, in
particular, do not allow the researcher to develop an impression of the individual in his/her social
environmenl.

These shoricomings with survey research partly reflect its lendency to separate
respondents from their social conlext. As aplly expressed by Znaniecki (1934, pp. 231):

Any progress in knowledge involves nol only the discovery of new characters, but also a
different and better the way all the ch: ters, new and old,




the given system, object or process....The statistical method substitutes for this real, objective
interdependence of all the characters of an empirical datum a multiplicity of arbitrary mental
combinations of characters artificially isolated from their empirical contest. By making the study
of facls subservient in advance to its final purpose of a mathematical play with symbols, not only
does it fail to stimulate progress - in the analysis of these facts, but actually obstructs it.

Even lhough the concept of self is recognised as useful, it has not occupied a
prominent posilion within research on aging and retirement. References to the self have
occurred primarily in the context of discussions on adaptation and adjustment to events that are
perceived 1o be lossrz accompanying aging (Marshall and Rosenthal, 1986). Survey research
assumes that if the respondent is perceived 1o be well adjusted, he/she has a positive sense of
self. However, as | will demonstrate in chapter four, this is not necessarily the case, for instance,
Rhonda, a homemaker, appears to be well adjusted in relirement with adequate income and a
comfortable home. Upon, closer examination, we will find that she is suffering from "invisible”
poverty, with no access to the family's financial resources and s treated like a maid by her
husband. Hence, what she has really adjusted to is an abusive situation.

In addition, the term "adjustment" in survey research is often used loosely to refer to
one's ability to “fit in", or conform to one’s new environment. However, individuals do more than
simply respond to changes. People are always actively managing, negotiating influencing their
environment and protecling their sense of sell. In short, our identities are not fixed but
continually being recreated and maintained through an ongoing interaction as we adjust and
cope with problemalic situations in a complex society. The self is an inherently active, interactive
and negotiative process which continues lo develop throughoui the enlire life course
(Breytspraak, 1984).

Survey researchers often simply idenlily the major adaplive stances taken by retirees
and calegorise them into the rocking chairtype, theangry type or mature type. In these
cases, the detinilion of the concepl of self is vague. Level of acceptance of self is frequently
determined by a fixed number of questions and treated as a proxy measure for adjustment (e.g.

Wolk, 1976; Trimakas and Nicolay, 1974; Jaquish and Ripple, 1981). This is problematic because
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the self is not static and must be consistently recreated through interactions (Breylspraak, 1984).
Moreover, researchers frequently have varying definitions for erms such as adaptation and self
esteem. This means thal they may not be measuring the same thing. It is essential 1o note that
when measuring retirement adjustment in survey research, the researcher is actually measuring
relirement satisfaction at thal particular point in time. Thal is, it is presumed thal the more salistied
the retiree is, the more well adjusted she/he will be. However, an individual's level of salislaction
can vary from time to time depending on the various evenls that occur on that very day. This

‘means that the level of satislaction for the same individual is rarely constant so that the equation

of such of satis ion with adij is Hence, sludies on lemale
retirement ulilising survey research designs to assess social psychological factors are inadequate
in helping us gain a clearer understanding of the complex and sublle reality of retired women and
the factors which sustain it.

Existing survey studies also tend to produce inconsistent and contrasting results.
These can be pantially accounted for by the fact that the instruments and samples are not
comparable among the studies. Each study uses a different set of questionnaires and scales and
tends to focus on specific aspects such as loneliness and depression in old age. For example,
Seccombe and Lee (1986) using the survey lechniques outlined in Dillman's Total Design
Method, found that women and men do not experience retirement differently, while Matthews
and Brown (1987) utilising the Crisis Assessment Technique, reported substantial differences. In
addition 1o the use of different use sets of questionnaires and scales, researchers also tend 1o
deline retirees in different ways. Some place them into one general calegory while others
sub-divide them into "young old" and the very old. There is a need to realise that those who have
been retired for years may be better adjusted than the newly retired and that the "young old" and
the very old have very different needs. For example, those who are very old tend to have more

health concerns.



Indepth interviews and/or participant observation are necessary. These methods when
used in conjunction with a grounded theory approach and symbolic interactionism combined,
can increase our understanding of the subjective responses each individual makes to his/her
own experiences of relirement. One example of such a study is by Malthews (1979). Matthews’

study (1979) is one of the few studies using grounded theory and a symbolic interactionist

approach. Using intensive it iewing and icipati ion, she examined the
slralegies devised by aging women to protect their identities In threatening situations. Her focus
was on women from a senior cilizens' Centre. Although most of these women were middle class,
some were from the upper middle and working classes. Her questions concerned the slate of
“oldness", for example, how aging women dealt with changes refated to "oldness”. She found
thal although aging women tend to actively devise strategies 1o protect their sense of sell, the
presence of ageism, sexism and limited economic resources, mean that they often experience
an increased feeling of powerlessness and social isolation as they age. She also found that
familial relationships with children and grandchildren become increasing important for widowed
women because children and grandchildren often help with the occasional shopping and/or
provide transportation. Often, these women adopt such strategies as compliance in exchange
ior approval and services from their children. That is, they allow their children to make decisions
on their behall. Those who are neglected by their family members tendto engage in justifications
to convince themselves that their children do care for them, but do not have the time to visit.
Hence, Malthews' study (1979) is able to provide us with some deeper insights into the world of
older women. She has also demonstrated how aging women struggle to mainlain their sense of
sell despite their limited resources.

Although my study is similar to that of Malthews' (1979) i that it also uses grounded

theory and symbolic interactionism, my sample consists specifically of retired professional and

women, with asa i Hence, all my are

from a middle class background. My aim is to isolate the effects of long term professional and
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semi-professional employment. In conirast, Matthews' sample is not focused on any particular
group of women, but on seniors who frequent the centre. Her discussion of retirement tends lo
be general and not particularly related to any group ol women. Consequently, it is not clear
whether there are differences in relirement sirategies between women from different social
backgrounds, especially previously employed women and homemakers. As | will demonstrale in
chapler four, previously employed women and homemakers lend to differ in their retirement
strategies. This can be explained by the impact of work on their sense of self and other faclors
such as familial relationships and financial independence.

1.5 Organisation of Thesis

Chapter two will present a i of symbolic it ioni: its

strenglths, limitations and the ways il is relevant for this thesis. It will develop an analytical

framework based on a crilical rethinking of symbolic onism from a feminist

and define the key concepls used in the subsequent chaplers. Chapler three presenis a
discussion of the social history of the project, the original interests and goals, description of my
sample, the methodologies used and the problems encountered. Chaplers four and five will
provide a discussion of my findings and analysis. Finally, Chapler six will explore the policy

implications of my study and present suggestions for future research.

End notes:
1. Ongoing research explores the relationship between aging, exercise and sexuality among

elderly women.



Chapter 2

Theoretical Review

An adjustive effort of any kind is preceded by a decision to act or not to act along a given line,
and the decision is ilself preceded by a definition of the situation, that is to say, ar
Interpretation, or point of view, and eventually a policy and a behaviour pattern(Thomas,
1937:8).

2.1 What is Symbolic Interactionism?

Humans are preeminently social creatures. We live in organised groups. Indeed, our
individual and collective identilies emerge from our participation and interaction within groups.
Perhaps no other sociological approach captures this interactiona! context of human life as well
as symbolic interactionism. lls central terminology includes sel, symbols, language, career
conlingency and negotiated order. What is unique about this theoretical tradition are its
assumplions. Rather than objectilying the content of behaviour, it accepts the subjective,
focusing on process and changes in idenlity as one develops. This orientation represents a
conscious attempl lo understand the dynamic relationship between the individual and society
without resorting to individual or societal determinism. The self is viewed as a basic concept for

enhancing the ling of this I praak, 1984). The aim of this chapter is

to provide a discussion of the principles of symbolic interactionism and their utility for the study of
women's retirement. | will discuss in more detail the approach, its relevance to this thesis and

some of s limitations.



2.2 Definitions

In order o facilitate the discussion thal is to follow, the definitions for key concepts
such as "self/identily", "negoliated order", “moral career” and “symbols” will be discussed. These
concepls are important elements in the subsequent analysis. They are uselul in helping us
understand the ongoing processes that affect the emerging sell and the stralegies retired
women adopt as they adjust to retirement.

2.2.1 Self/Identity

According to symbolic interactionism, the self is the crucial link between the individual
and sociely, the place where shared meanings or symbols are assimilated and negotiated. This
relationship between the individual and society is so intricate that the self and society have no
reality apart from each other, but are two sides of the same coin. The sell is viewed as an
explanatory concept for understanding human behaviour. Hence, the individual's interpretations
are the basis for behaviour and social interaction rather than some objectively defined reality. It is
assumed that these interpretations are negotialed, socially constructed and maintained through
social interaction (Breytspraak, 1984).

The development of our self may be conceptualised as a series of related
transiormations, whereby the term ‘transformation” is intended to invite us to seriously deliberate
“changes in form - changes in being, kind or psychological status® (Strauss, 1969, pp. 91).
Hence, through the contex! of social interaclion, we become aware of the characteristics and
feelings that separate us from others, giving us this sense of self, and through social processes,
we construct and develop our self images. Cooley (1922) and Mead (1934) have utilised the term
"looking glass" to capture the process.

As major circumstances change, such changes affect the way individuals see and
evaluale lhemselves. Whenever possible, individuals attempt to balance their own sense of who
they are with the sense of who they are that people communicate to them. This means that we
wanl people to act lowards us in terms of who we think we are. Symbolic interaclionism assumes
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that everybody has a sense of self. However, symbolic interactionists also contend that the
construction of a sense of self is only possible with language (Charon, 1985). As | will
demonstrate in chapler four, Rhonda Is an example of a woman who does not have an
independent sense of self, but defines herself in terms of her familial relationships (see chapter
four). Because she lacks an independent sense of sell, she is unable to communicate her needs
and instead, focuses on her family's needs. This is particularly true of individuals who are isolated
with very litlle power and control. As a result, they are particularly vulnerable and tend to be very
dependent on others. Women's sense of sell tends to be heavily determined by their
relationships. Consequently, their sense of self is not always clearly defined. When their
relationships are supportive, il is easier for them to draw resources fom their relationships.
However, when the relationships are abusive, women's vulnerabilities increase (see chapters
four and five).

Symbolic interactionism assumes that when disjunctures occur, the self will actively
engage in some dynamic adjusiment and/or reappraisal, and focuses on this ongoing tension
between our sense of who we think we are and how others respond to us (Strauss, 1969). Moral
career is the general lerm used to convey this ongoing process.

2.2.2 Moral Career
The overall pattern through which a sense of sell emerges and is transformed or

sustained, is termed a "moral career". The term "career” is typically used to refer 1o those who

expect 1o enjoy the benefits and privileges laid out in a respectable profession (Goffman, 1961).
In symbolic interactionism, it is used in a broader sense to refer 1o any consistent social process
which sustains a particular idenlity. It is important to note that the concept of “career” has a dual
focus. One side is related 1o the image of self and felt identity, while the other emphasises one's
interactionsirelationships wilh others, including symbolic manipulation In such interaction. Thus,

this concept of career allows one to move back and forth between the personal and the public,

and between the self and sociely.



When applied to retirement, the concept "moral career” includes the chronicling of an
individual's passage through time. As aspects of the respondent’s relationship to the worid
change with time, this relationship becomes altered, and she is likely o be faced with making
sense of her past life and what she has done in relation to what she wanted 10 do after retiremant.
Dally routines change, friendship networks become altered and the reliree is responded to in
dilferent ways, resulting from a change in status. Consequently, a new emergent sense of
personal identity arises. This becomes part of the woman's ongoing sense of who she is.
Changes in routine and self conception can be illustrated by homemakers in my sample who
have to deal with widowhood. This is a dificult process as they have been dependent on their
husbands almost all their adultlives and are not accustomed o living alone. As they confront the
nature of these changes, they have 1o make some shifts in their sell conception and negoliate
new definitions for themselves,

Several shills in role conceplions may be necessary in relirement. For example, the

shifl from "wile as provider in a dual couple” to ™ in a husband-singl

couple” and then to "wile in a dual-retired couple® (Lipman, 1960). Because roles serve as a link
1o the social world, we may be faced with making sense of those we have lost and investing in
those that are still avallable. By examining this ongoing process, we can appreciate more of the
constructive and active poteniial of the self in later life and how individuals respond to crisis or
“career contingency" in their moral career paths.

2.2.3 Career Contingency

According to symbolic the term “career isused o refer 1o
major events that are unanticipated. Such crisis events often lead lo an unexpected or abrupt
shift in self conception. In my study, | found thal iliness and dealh are the common career
contingencies among retired women. Such evenls compel us to reassess our situation. For
example, one respondent, Dora, found that the dealh of her ailing spouse severely disturbed

her self image as a wile, in part because the two self images had come to form one unit, carried
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jointly by both husband and wile. Other major evenis which can become problematic are
unwanted encounters. Unwanted encounters are situations over which the individual has no
control and which directly challenge our sense of self.

The way retired women respond to crisis events depends to a large extent on their
sense of self and resources. When using the concept of career contingency and unwanted
encounters in studying women's retirement, it is important to note that the events that force
reassessment can vary from woman to woman. As | shall show in chapter five, what constitutes a
crisis depends 1o a large extent on the woman's sense of self and her resources to deal with the
situation. For instance, a respondent whose sense of sell is centred on preserving her youthful
looks will perceive an unwanted encounter which chailenges her youthful appearance as a crisis.
However, in the case of another respondent whose sense of self is not based on her youthful
appearance, bul more on her previous employment, such an encounter will not be perceived as
devaslating to her sense of self. To understand how retired women preserve their sense of self,
there is a need 1o examine respondents’ reactions to crisis situations, how such events atfect
their self concepts and how they protect themselves.

2.2.4 Symbols

In retirement, the more obvious symbols of occupational status are largely taken away
and new hierarchies with new symbols emerge. Symbols are social and are defined in interaction,
not established in nature. They are used intentionally to represent and communicate, and the
users know what they represent (Charon, 1985). Hence, symbols can be manipulated to keep
one's identity intact. Individuals respond to symbols which can be in the form of objects (for
example, photographs of loved ones), activities which have significance to the individual, or even
language (Charon, 1985). Routine activities such as housework may take on more profound
meaning for the retiree after retirement. For instance, housework to Kelly, a retired dental nurse,
was less important befure retirement. She did ittle of it then, but after retirement, she began to

perceive housework as a symbol of self sufficiency. It became so important that when she
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became 100 sick 1o do her own housework and had to hire a maid to help part-time, she denied
having had any help and insisted that she did all her housework by hersell.
2.2.5 Language

Language is a special kind of symbol. It can be produced at will, and can represent a
reality that other symbols cannot. Symbolic interactionists contend that the construction of a
sense of self is only possible with language because it allows us to share meanings or symbols
(Charon, 1985). Fundamental to this notion of self is lhe idea that the image of sell can be
destroyed or reinforced by the appraisals we perceive that others have of us. Mead (1934)
indicates that we understand ourselves mainly from the perspeclives of those around us, bul
unless we can communicate using language, these perspectives will be useless to us.

Language may be used as a distinguishing symbol to indicate that we belong fo a
certain group/class, in particular, the slangs or phrases used by certain groups of individuals. It
reflects the uniquenass of the group (Sykes, 1974). In this thesis, language is important
because it is a tool in interaction and resource for projecting and protecting one’s sense of sell.
For instance, Carol, a retired professional, was able to manipulate language to protect her sense
of self in an unwanted encounter with a nurse by angrily telling her off (see chapter five).
2.2.6 Negotiated Order

The term “negotiated order" refers to the process ol bargains, making deals and
arrangements for “making things work” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1978). The pattern of
negotiation may differ among relirees, depending on their state of health and that of significant
others and other factors. “Significant others™ are those with whom we have irteraction on a
regular basis. They include family members and friends. Relationships with significant others are
powerful contributors to individuals' sense of who they perceive themselves to be. People work
at negotiating their role definitions using various strategies. Those who have lost valued roles
may continue 1o identify with them. For example, widows who attempt 1o change their identities,
may have 1o stop interacting with previous significant others and establish new relationships that
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are supportive of thal new identily.

Studies have found that even old men in a skid-row area who have been stigmatised

by sociely for a lifetime of deviance continue to actively negotiate role and status definitions for
themselves in their interaction with each olher as well as the world at large. These individuals are
able to look beyond their past careers in terms other than failure. As Tindale has observed:
With such an obvious lack of family relations to support these aged indigents they have had to
look elsewhere for a social career which is commensurate with their sense of self. In this regard,
friends and neighbours act as role alternatives and sources of support for the old skid rowers in
the absence of the customary marriage, as well as work roles (1977: 56).

Slephen (1976) notes that when people are no longer able to keep a sense of
continuous career, they will negotiate new roles for themselves. His study of elderly tenants in a
slum holel demonstrates that when legitimate roles are not available, these individuals resort to
various forms of hustling, which become part of their self concepls. A status system is
constructed to define the types of hustling which are acceptable. For example, “conning" is more
acceplable than begging. Likewise, retired women are marginalised by society and often viewed
as worthless. In response, they struggle to maintain their sense of self, sometimes negotiating
new roles or attempling to maintain old ones.

Although most negotiations are based on verbal communication, some are very brief
and are made without any verbal exchange or obvious gestures. Nevertheless, the parties
involved are often perfectly aware of what they are doing and the result of negotiation is some
sort of worked-out agreement (Strauss, 1978).

2.3 Contingent Factors

The retirement literature shows that factors such as health, income, social network and
the need to feel useful influence retirement adjustment. These contingent factors structure the
context within which interaction occurs and influences its outcome. Retirement is a passage

transition which can be rather stressful and involves a significant reduction in income, a change in
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status and daily routine. Retirement may also involve a change in the social network which the
retiree established within the job context. Such changes are often perceived as painlul losses
(Elwell and Maltie-Crannell, 1981).

Using Glaser and Strauss's grounded theory (1967), the interviews indicale five very
important factors which mediate women's retirement and their sense of sell. These are health,
aging, income, social network and nature of previous employment. It is important
1o realise that the experiences of health, aging, income, social network and nature of previous
employment are themselves gendered. That is, they do not affect women in the same way as
they atfect men.

2.3.1 Health

Research has shown that good health is significant for retirement
adjustment/satisfaction (Palmore et. al., 1985). This is clearly supported by respondents in my
sample as they emphasise the significance of good health in retirement adjustment. One's health
and that of significant others can influence one’s mobility. In addition, because women more
often than men are expected by society to nurse an ailing family member and sacrifice their own
needs, their own health and that of significant others tends to have a greater impact on women's
retirement adjustment than they do men ( Matthews and Brown, 1987: Armstrong and
Armstrong, 1984).

2.3.2 Aging

In our youth oriented society, women are encouraged to fabricate a socially acceptable
appearance and to Identify with their faces (Bate and Taylor, 1988). Age relaled changes in
physical appearances such as grey hair, wrinkles and weight gain are frequently not accepted as
part of the "natural" process of aging. Women are urged to preserve their youthful appearances
with cosmetics, diets, exercises and cosmetic surgery (Johnson and Williamson, 1980). Men, on
the other hand, are not subjecled 1o the same pressures. On the conlrary, they are often the
judges of women's beauty (Ritzer, 1986). There is a double standard of aging in our society. In
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addition, women, like men, also suffer from ageism. These factors combined, affect the way
aging women view themselves.

Failing health is often associated with old age and loss of attractiveness. The possible
impact of health on self identity can be illustrated by the actions of two previously employed
women who have been house-bound due to long term ilinesses. These women flatly declined a
face to face interview, giving the excuse that they were “not feeling well". They also refused to
disclose their addresses. Yet, they suggested that | interview them by telephone. The person
who gav-+ me their names and telephone numbers warned me that these two women were
suffering from long term illnesses. As a result, they are slightly handicapped. When asked about
their health, their tone of voice became hostile and suspicious. It is possible that “hiding" from
Ppublic scrutiny had become their strategy for survival in a society that tends o be unsympathetic
towards older people and their ailments. The apparent refuctance of these women to agree to a
face to face interview suggests the impact of ilf health on one's self image.

Since physical attractiveness and strength inevitably decline with age, individuals
whose sense of self is based on maintaining a youthful image, may shilt their self identity to focus
on other aspecls such as neediework, bridge or voluntary work rather than on their aging physical
selves. Some may resort to the manipulation of clothes, makeup and even cosmetic surgery,
while others might simply take on the role of an ailing individual. As  will demonsirate in chapters
four and five, the responses of each woman will vary depending on their new emergent sense of
self and the kinds of resources they have. These strategies are vital for retirement adjustment

and all will or i devise ways to actively preserve a

potentially threatened self image.
2.3.3 Income

Existing fiterature on retired women suggests that adequate income is an important
resource for retirement satisfaction and adjustment (Thompson, 1980; Jewson, 1982). Most
women, however, suffer from a lack of adequale financial resources in their later lives (Cohen,
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1984). McPherson (1983) argues that the reason for this is that women frequently occupy low
prestige, low income positions and rarely receive the opportunily to advance to high status and
high paying positions. A majority of these women have never been in a position to accumulate
savings and other assets. As a resull, they depend on their husbands and often have to face
poverty upon widowhood or divorce (Cohen, 1984; Roadburg, 1985). However, women who are
married and are financially dependent on their husbands may be suffering from “invisible™
poverty in that they do not have the same access lo financial resources as their husbands (Millar
and Glerinning, 1987).

As | shall illustrate in chapter four, both previously employed women and homemakers
who are in abusive relationships, do not have control over their family's financial resources. It is
the husbands who have the control and who make all decisions. Hence, women will not
necessarily face greater poverty upon widowhood or abandonment. In fact, women who are in
abusive relationships may actually be belter off widowed because in widowhood they have
complete conlrol over the family’s financial resources.

2.3.4 Social network

Research indicates that social networks are as important as health and income in
retirement adjustment (Szinovacz, 1983). This is because our sense of sell can only be
preserved il those around support that identity (Charon, 1985). Friends and family can help to
reinforce one's sense of sell. However, familial relationships can vary from abusive to supportive
(Eichler, 1983). As | will show in chapters four and live, supportive social networks are important
resources in retirement adjustment. Such support is especially important in dealing with
unwanted encounters. As a result, women who do not have such support and/or are in abusive
relationships, tend fo be more vulnerable.

2.3.5 Nature of Previous Employment

Studies indicate thal women with long term employment have some economic
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autonomy which can help to enhance their enjoyment of retirement (Fox, 1977, Keith, 1982).
However, work experiences are diverse and can vary depending on the type of work, amount of
autonomy and the relationship between employee and employer (Armstrong and Armstrong,
1984). Women in similar "employment categories” such as professional or semi-professional,
may actually have very different work experiences. Hence, the precise impact of employment on
women's retirement and sense of self can vary from one woman to another. | will explore this in
chapter four along with the kinds of resources previous employment can provide to retired
women that are not available to homemakers. | will also look at how work experience can be
mediated by such factors as familial relalionships.

This thesis will focus on women retiring from professional and semi-professional work.
The existing literature on professionalism is complex with many perspectives. Some writers have
argued that professionals have the right 1o enjoy occupational domination because of their

possession of socially valued knowledge (Foucault, 1979; Ellul, 1980). Others have argued that

has meant a ionalisation” of many traditional “female crafts"
(Rothman, 1984; Benoit, 1989; Baines, 1991). Because of professionalization, fe.nale
dominated occupations have been devalued and not perceived as professional (Baines et al.
1991). The definition of professionalism is socially constructed and women have been struggling

for professional recognition (Rothman, 1984; Benoit, 1989; Baines, 1991). This means that

respondents who may be perceived as i i may not view as such, but
as professionals. Hence, it is imporiant to explore how they perceive themselves.

At a superficial level, professionalism refers to higher status occupations, prestigious
resources and income which can be utilised in retirement. However, this status can be mediated
by such factors as familial relationships. For instance, even though Margaret appeared to have
had a responsible management in sales, it was her father (also her employer) who made all the
decisions. Hence although her long term employment has had some impact on her retirement,

she does not have a professional sense of sell.
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Since my thesis is on retired women's sense of sell, it is important to take into account

the issue of gender. Thus, | encouraged my respondents to talk about the nature of their
employment, whether they perceived their work as important and whetter they felt that they
should be perceived as professionals. In addition, because men and women tend to have
different views of professionalism, this was also one way to arrive al a definition. All the
respondents with college degrees agreed that women who had at least a college degree and
long term work experience should be viewed as "professional.” This can be seen in the
ccomments of Angeline, a retired teacher:
1 have two college degrees: one in education and another in Arts. Because of this, | am a few
grades higher than the others which also means that | have better pay. Most other teachers
only have a teaching certificate. Very few of them even have one degree. So, if you label them
semi-professionals, then | should rightly be viewed as a professional.

All previously employed women, excepl for two women who do not have college
degrees, explained that 40 years ago, few women had college degrees and were in full time jobs.

Hence, they argued that those with college degrees should be viewed as "professional”, and

those with diplomas as i i All of these i worked for most of their
adult fife. Respondents who do not have college degrees either described themselves as
“semi-professionals” or indicated that they were unsure, as in the case of Margaret, who worked
for her father. Most occupational statuses are not portable in that professional retirees are often
no longer perceived as associated wilh that profession, but as just another retiree. | will examine
whether retired women in my sample make an effort to maintain an image of themselves as
"professionals” or "semi-professionals” in retirement and how they go about doing it.

in chapter four, | will also investigate the effects of previous long term employment on
my respondents and determine if there are notable dilferences and similarities between
professional and semi-professional retired women. This will allow us to determine the signiticance

of this work experience for women's sense of sell in retirement.
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As homemakers do not go through any official retirement, | hypothesised that they are
likely to experience “retirement” differently from women who were in the labour force for
prolonged periods. Since there is no specific point at which society defines a homemaker as
retired, nor a specific age at which the homemaker is no longer viewed as a homemaker, they will
be defined as "refired" when their husbands retire. This is the only definition possible. To
comprehend the complexities of growing older and being “retired”, it is important to appreciate
the subjective responses of each woman to her own aging and experiences of retirement. This
point is clearly described by Hewitt (1976: 11):
It is not possible to understand what the individual becomes or may become, nor how he forms
his conduct in everyday life, unless we consider how his conduct is related to his own grasp of
himself.
2.4 Necessity for a Feminist Corrective

We have argued that symbolic interactionism is most appropriale for this study, partly

because it focuses or the self and allows us to appreciate the subjeclive responses of the

individual. It is inherently micro-f d, rather than A d. Hence, we are able to gain
deeper insights into an individual's private world.

A major shortcoming of symbolic interactionism is its lack of emphasis on the impact of
gender on women's experiences and sense of self. There is a need to deal more adequately
with this, For example, we do not get a general sense of gender differences in the concepts of
sell, interaction and language. In addition, concepts such as career conlingency do not refer 1o
the same events for women and men. (In addition, crisis events can vary from woman to woman).
These concepts are gender-based and it is essential that we comprehend how the development
of men's and women's self concepls differs.

Existing feminist studies using the symbolic interactionist approach are few. However,
one of the major contributions feminism has made to this approach has been its findings on the

use of language and interactional dilferences between men and women (Spender, 1980; Bate,
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1988). It has been established thal the symbols women use do not convey the same meaning
for other women as for men (Spender, 1980; Bale, 1988). This is because factors affecting
men’s retirement do not affect women in the same way (Matthews and Brown, 1987).
Consequently, their sense of self differs.

Studies on sex differences in language use emphasise that language is literally
constructed by men and is still primarily under men's control. This control over language ensures
the invisibility of women (Spender, 1980). Women are expected 1o listen to men without
interruption. Men talk more than women and frequently interrupt women in mixed sex
conversations (Swacker, 1975; Zimmerman and West, 1975). As aptly concluded by Zimmerman
and West (1975; 125 ):

We are led to the conclusion that....men deny equal status o women as conversationa!
Ppartners with respect to rights to full utilisation of their turns and support for the development of
their topics.

Often, men are at liberty 1o do the talking and the interrupling when interacting with women.
Hence, male power can be viewed as a determining factor in interaction.

Language can be seen as a sexually defined "lerritory” and there are clear lines of
demarcation between the feminine and masculine language. Because the construction of a
sense of sell is only possible with language and communication (Charon, 1985), this means thal
‘women tend to have less opportunity to communicate their needs than men. This domination in
interaction by men thus alfects women's sense of self because women do not have equal
opportunities 1o utilise language to develop an independent sense of sell. This helps to explain
why women like Rhonda do not have an indepenJent sense of self and are unable lo articulale
their own needs (see chapter four).

Despite its limitations, symbolic interactionism, with some feminist rethinking, is still the
best approach 1o tell us about those who control symbols, perspectives and definitions and how

such resources can be manipulated o preserve one's sense of sell. My study can be seen as a
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feminist rethinking of symbolic interactionism.
2.5 Summary

This chapter has provided us with a discussion of the principles of symbolic
interactionism and their relevance for the study of retirement and one's identity. | have argued
that inleraction is part of our basic nature and is tied to each of the concepts discussed: self,
symbols, language, career contingency and negotiated order. This theoretical tradition is based
on unique assumptions. Rather than objectifying the content of behaviour, it accepts the
subjective, focusing on process and changes in identity as one develops. It is important to
recognise that such concepts as self, language and career contingency are not gender neutral.
Research indicates that woinen's retirement experiences differ substantiaily from those of men
(Atchley, 1982; Matthews and Brown, 1987). Faclors influencing men's refirement, do not affect
women in the same way. Likewise, concepls such as self cannot be applied to women's
relirement in the same manner that they are applied lo men's. Nevertheless, with some feminist
rethinking, symbolic interactionism is still the most appropriate approach to lead us fo a deeper

understanding of women's retirement and its problematic aspects.
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Chapter 3

Social History

3.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the sample and methodology utilised in the
thesis. | will begin with a descriplion of my sample. Then | will explain why relired professional and
semi-professional women were selected. Lastly, | will explain how this sludy was carried out.
3.2 Description of Sample

The sample in this study consisls of 14 relired women living in a town in

Seven were i four i i and three All

previously employed women are belween the ages of 64 and 70. Homemakers range from 50 1o
70 years of age. They are defined as retired on the basis that their husbands are relired and the
fact that they do not have any previous long term employment. Alter their husbands retired,
these women experienced a number of changes in their lives, such as a reduction in income,
children leaving home, an unexpected death, and spouses' presence in the homes which could
potentiaily contribute to a transformation in the women's sense of self.

Table 3.1 ises the women's i istribution. As i in

chapter two, the definition of professionalism in this thesis is partly based on occupalion and
partly on whether the respondent has at least one college degree and a long work history. Table
3.2 describes the sample’s current marital status. Two sets of interview guides were used in this

study: one for the homemakers and one for the previously employed women (see appendix A
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and B). Such "guides" consisted of queslions and issues to be covered in interviews. Their

primary function was to provide a consistent focus for the wide ranging interviews.

Table 3.1: Occupations of Sample
Teachers 04
Nurses 03
Accountanis 01
Sales supervisor 01
Chvilservant 01
Dental nurse 01

Total No. of previously employed women: 11

Table
Widowed Maried Single Total
No. of professionals 03 01 0 05
No. of semi-professionals 02 <] 01 06
Homemakers 02 o1 00 03
Total number 07 05 02 14
3.3 for ing Pr and Semi-Pr

Studies have shown thal long term employment has significant effects on women's
retirement and their resources (Keith, 1982; Riddick, 1985). As well, work, particularly
professional work, tends 1o be an important foundation of identity (Roadburg, 1985). Since my
purpose is to examine the impact of work on retired women's sense of self, | decided to focus on
retired professional and semi-professional women with long term work experiences in order to
maximise any effect employment might have.

It is important to note that the women in my sample are unique in that 40 years ago,

there were few women in long term especially i Statistics

on occupational trends in Newfoundland indicate that in 1961, men occupied all positions in the
nalural sciences, engineering and mathematics. In addition, only 646 women compared to 3560

men were in ial and inis i In 1986, 520 women compared to 4275
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