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Abstract

This qualitative study examines the female experience of aging in late-midlife. It 

involves women between 49 and 70 years of age, who characterize late-midlife years 

through narratives of lived experience. Their stories provide description of events that 

introduced or reinforced their sense of self-as-aging, and relate insights gained socially 

and relationally in the aging process.

Conversational interviews, with participant observation of nonverbal 

communication, were conducted and recorded as my method of data collection, and 

phenomenological methodology was used in description, analysis, and interpretation of 

the resulting capta.
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Introduction

My interest in the topic of female aging experience originated in conversations 

with female friends about the unavoidable biological and physical changes that occur 

with growing older. In general, we were surprised by what we were learning through the 

experience of menopause. Having given little forethought to “the change of life,” we had 

a vague sense that women regarded it favorably. Thus, we were surprised at the force and 

effect of hormonal fluctuations that, at times, seemed less than favorable.

Initially, I did not connect menopause specifically with thoughts on aging. I knew 

the experience was related to my age, but thought of it in terms of my reproductive 

system, which somehow seemed separate from me as Self. As I continued reading about 

the effects of hormonal change on the older female body, however, I began to understand 

with certainty that the physical process of aging toward later-life was in motion. 

Menopause was only a wake-up call.

As realization about the inevitability of aging set in, I admit to feeling somewhat 

astonished. It was a reality I had not contemplated, and yet here it was already, working 

its changes. I found myself asking the ridiculous question, “How did this happen?” 

understanding full well that time had passed while I was living a life. I wondered about 

the aging reality of other women my age and older. What were they experiencing, and 

what were they learning in the process? It is this curiosity that led me to an interest in 

gathering narratives from older women on their lived experience with aging.

Most women over age 50 have noticed some or all of the signposts that mark the 

passing years: the departure from home of grown children, the aging and/or death of
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parents, partners, family, and friends, the visible effects of aging on Self, and unexpected 

social response to Self as older individual. For some of us, encounters with age-related 

issues are fresh, somewhat raw, realities. We have heard more than we wish to know 

during health care appointments about bone density and the state of our reproductive 

parts, or we have discovered that our appearance alone, as judged by ticket agents, 

qualifies us for senior citizen discount rates. In an unguarded moment, we have glanced 

in a store window or mirror and not recognized our aging reflection. We observe our 

elderly parents, and ponder inherited tendencies.

In this informational era, certain age-related issues should not be surprising 

experiences, yet they are. Talks with female friends reveal that such surprise is not an 

uncommon reaction to aging realities. In fact, surprise at the realization of aging is not 

uncommon across genders, as determined by Karp (as cited in Turner & Troll, 1994) who 

states, “The fact of aging seems to be one of life’s great surprises, a surprise that is most 

fully sprung in the fifties” (p. 17). Surprising or not, aging seems to be a concept that is 

wide open for interpretation.

Though there is profuse literature on the topic of growing older, most American 

women, if my friends’ and my experiences are typical, delay informing themselves about 

aging until they are personally faced with the phenomenon. The delay is not intentional 

avoidance of reality, as we know that aging is an aspect of living. Our perception, 

however, is that aging is something that happens to old people, and old is not a 

characteristic that presently defines us. I wonder, does it ever?
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Women experience biological and physical indications of aging, some of which 

we can overlook or modify in order to feel and appear more youthful. Social reminders of 

aging, however, present evidence that others perceive us as aging, in spite of measures 

we have taken to retain youthfulness. Others’ perceptions are important because they 

affect our self-view, as well as our interpersonal and social interactions.

Our perceptions and those of others are confirmed in social interaction. Whenever 

we spend time socializing, we develop understandings and meanings through verbal and 

nonverbal communication that help shape our self-identity, our life experience, our 

outlook, and our reality. This constructionist viewpoint is supported theoretically by the 

Social Construction of Reality, which posits that one’s experience of life is formed, 

shaped, and maintained in human interaction within the social world he or she inhabits 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

Since aging is a phenomenon that expresses itself physically by visible changes in 

appearance, posture, and agility, it offers signifiers that are publicly perceived and 

influence social interaction. An aging individual may have one view of Self, but the 

perceptions of others, which are influenced by their cultural construal of aging, may be 

quite unlike self-view. Thus, an aging woman, for example, may find herself struggling 

to maintain a certain image of Self when that reality is challenged in social interaction.

I have taken a phenomenological viewpoint in designing this qualitative study, 

viewing an individual’s lived experience as knowledge gained. I participated in 

conversational interviews to collect narratives of lived experience, and applied 

phenomenological methodology in description, analysis, and interpretation of the capta.
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One of my research intentions is to provide older women with a reference for 

shared identification in the aging process. Another is to contribute to the understanding of 

older women by providing information to individuals who interact personally, socially, 

and professionally with them.



Chapter 1 

Review of Related Literature

Aging as a Phenomenon

As a part of the lifespan developmental process of humans, aging is a constant 

process of change, beginning at birth and ending at death. The process involves 

biological, psychological, and social influences, all of which are interrelated (McQuaide, 

1998; Turner & Troll, 1994).

Though all humans age, many adults do not like to think of themselves as aging. 

They are familiar with dictionary definitions of the word age: in the verb form “to grow 

old,” or “to make old; to cause to grow or seem old”; in the noun form, “advanced years; 

old age” ( Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary, 1996). When we think of 

these definitions and reflect on social and cultural stereotypes of being old in the U.S., the 

image that forms is not one for which we long. In general, Western society favors youth 

over aging, attaching negative stereotypes that portray the older years as a period of 

physical and sexual decline, loss, and deteriorating health (Kaufman, 1986).

Though we may not be consciously aware of the stereotypes we hold, they exist 

nonetheless (Jelking & Sajous, 1995). As an active form of thinking necessary for 

mundane experience, stereotyping allows the human brain to manage the continuous 

array of incoming information by filtering it into recognition categories. In the process of 

categorizing, our cognition associates characteristics of experience and groups those 

associations for quick reference. This practice occurs with little conscious thought, so we 

are often not fully aware of all the bits of information that construct the stereotype
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(Neisser, 1976). Every encounter we have had with an aging individual, whether it is in 

social interaction or through media portrayal, has contributed to the formation and 

shaping of our aging stereotypes. The mental representations of stereotypes are 

changeable with new information, and they are not necessarily negative (Varner & 

Beamer, 2005), but in understanding our response to others, it is helpful to be aware that 

our brain is likely referencing or forming a stereotype.

The process of growing older involves biological forces and passing time, and 

happens to everyone alive. As Turner and Troll state, “we inevitably grow up, grow 

older, and die” (1994, p. 15). I am researching the existential experience of aging, 

viewing it from a constructionist perspective, because how we experience is directly 

influenced by our existence among others. This perspective views experience as 

embedded contextually and historically within and between cultures and relationships 

because of our social existence, with meaning and value originating from within 

relationships (Gergen & Gergen, 2000).

Social Perceptions o f Aging

Researchers in the U.S. generally consider the ages between 40 and 60 to be 

midlife, though individuals within the population identify a 10-year range on either end 

of the midlife continuum (Hunter, Sundel, & Sundel, 2002; Lachman, 2001; McQuaide, 

1998). Lachman (2001) considers the latter years of the midlife age bracket to be more 

precisely termed late-midlife, while Neugarten (1996) refers to individuals between 55 to 

75 years of age as young-old. Within the U.S. population in general, age 65 or older has
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been thought of as old age (Kaufman, 1986), but if one asks a person who is 65 years of 

age or older, his or her subjective view is likely to be quite different.

A 1992 age-identity survey by Logan, Ward, and Spitze (as cited in Hunter et al., 

2002) revealed that 40 percent of individuals included in the survey who were in their 70s 

consider themselves middle-aged. It seems that the older an adult gets, provided there are 

no debilitating health problems, the more likely it is that he or she will raise the exit age 

of the next younger age group when placing Self (Biggs, 1993; Hunter et al., 2002).

For justifiable reasons, Hunter et al. (2002) describe age-group boundaries as 

“fluid” (p. 3), and acknowledge that their research has found age ranges to be 

approximations, and life-boundary periods to be ambiguous. This is because of variances 

in the perception of aging among the general population and among older individuals 

themselves.

Observers of an aging individual recognize age indicators and develop 

perceptions about the person based on their aging construal, while the aging individual, 

though cognizant of Self aging, often holds a different view of Self. In Kaufman’s (1986) 

study of elderly people, she uses the term ageless self to describe how the participants of 

her research perceived themselves. Kaufman states, “when old people talk about 

themselves, they express a sense of Self that is ageless— an identity that maintains 

continuity despite the physical and social changes that come with old age” (p. 7). There is 

often a striking difference between one’s perception of Self as aging individual and that 

of others who are observing. It is not denial on the part of the aging individual, but rather 

his or her sense of Self. This is clearly the case of my 92-year-old father, for example,
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who maintains a sense of youthfulness in spite of his chronological age and elderly 

appearance.

Referring to aging in the twenty-first century, Roszak (1998) states that the term 

old in the U.S. “is being radically redefined” and “becoming varied to the point of 

unpredictability” (p. 14). This shift in perspective is due to the changing demography of 

the older population in the U.S. and its group self-reference. Older people presently form 

a large population group, enjoy increased longevity, and share a group personality profile 

that includes resistance to the notion of being considered old.

Challenges o f the Female Aging Experience

The phenomenon of aging considered in this study refers to that which has taken 

place by the time a woman is 50 years of age or older. By this point in life, she is 

showing the effects or characteristics in appearance that are socially recognizable as not 

youthful, has accrued years of lived experiential knowledge, and has likely encountered 

social response to herself as an aging individual. She is an older woman, and while her 

aging is a personal experience, it is also inescapably public, since she does not age in 

isolation from others. Though the expression and timing of aging differ from individual 

to individual, age-related change is inevitable. As Hareven and Adams (1982) state, “the 

study of aging is also the study of change and its consequences” (p. 65).

Menopause. One of the changes that older women encounter is that of hormonal 

levels which eventually lead to menopause. Informally referred to as the change o f life, 

menopause represents the biological end to a female’s ability to reproduce. Even if the 

ensuing infertility of menopause is expected and welcomed, some change-related effects



to a woman’s body and to her sense of Self are surprising and not necessarily enjoyable. 

As with all life events, menopause is experienced in varying ways. Some women breeze 

through the transition, hardly noticing a difference in their lives, while others experience 

physical and emotional disruption as the body responds to hormonal imbalance. In either 

case, all post-menopausal women experience diminished estrogen, which causes changes 

in bone mass and body organs (Ojeda, 2000), and it is difficult for a woman to not equate 

this understanding with a sense of aging.

Introspection is common among women around the time of menopause. Some 

describe experiencing the effect of a force that calls for re-examination of personal and/or 

professional efforts and goals (Marston, 2001). This is similar to midlife “self-reflection, 

appraisal, and reappraisal” reported by Lachman (2001, p. 479). Among other 

considerations, the ongoing process of re-examination is applied to quality of life, values, 

attitudes, and emotional attachments.

Social perceptions o f aging females. Social perceptions of age differ when it 

comes to gender. Though both men and women grow older, the aging lines on men’s 

faces are referred to as character lines, while the lines on a woman’s face are referred to 

as wrinkles (Huyck, 1974). People view women as middle-aged or older at a younger 

chronological age than that of men (Turner & Troll, 1994), an unfavorable perception in a 

society that values youthfulness and eschews aging. In Western society’s youth-oriented 

culture, individuals often face discrimination and social rejection when their appearance 

begins to show signs of aging (Lachman, 2001).



Lachman (2001) states that women in particular consider their aging appearance 

to be “a significant threat to their positive feelings about themselves,” as well as to their 

employment opportunities (p. 115). This group opinion is supported by Saucier (2004), 

who reports that older women experience prejudice more negatively than men because of 

the difference in social expectations of genders. Though we live in an era of increasing 

equality for women, with productivity and accomplishment more frequently defining 

female success, there is still an expectation that women, even while aging, should 

maintain a youthful appearance (Huyck, 1974; Saucier, 2004).

Relational considerations. Relational connectedness is important throughout the 

human lifespan. Josselson (1996) describes it as “central— to physical health, to 

longevity, to meaningful social life, and to the growth and development of the se lf’ (p.

3). In the aging process, Nussbaum, Pecchioni, Robinson, and Thompson (2000) report 

that successful aging “is dependent to a great extent on each individual’s relational 

system and how that system is maintained” (p. 2).

Females are typically socialized from childhood as individuals in connection with 

others, and forming and maintaining relationships are important components of their 

development and feelings of well-being (Berry & Traeder, 1995; Chodorow, 1974; 

Gilligan, 1993). Concerning women’s relational development, Josselson (1996) reports: 

Women grow through increasingly complex and differentiated forms of 

communion with others. Women, to whom relatedness tends to be central, anchor 

themselves in a web of interrelationship with others—relationships that exist at
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varying levels, with differing degrees of importance and distinct nuances and 

shadings of liaison, (p. 15)

Complex connections form throughout a woman’s lifetime, as she involves 

herself in concern and care for children, partners, parents, siblings, and close friends. In 

these relationships, a woman also develops a valuable network of mutual support, which 

is often weakened by life-stage issues of those significant to her. Some relational changes 

are radical ones, like loss from death, or role reversals due to debilitating illness of 

partner or parents. Such events force upon us the reality of unavoidable change with 

aging and end-of-life concerns, upsetting the emotional equilibrium and supportiveness 

that close relationships provide. Conversely, these events and considerations enrich the 

human experience and create deeper relational understanding.

A particularly valuable relationship in many women’s lives is that which develops 

in friendship. The following quotation from a book entitled Women Talk by Jennifer 

Coates (1996) speaks specifically to the friendship between close female friends. I view 

the quotation as true of women in any close friendship, with either gender:

The talk we do with our friends is profoundly important. ... Friendship is a 

powerful interpersonal relationship which provides us with a safe enough space to 

talk in ways we might not be able to elsewhere ... to talk in ways that are 

exploratory and contingent. In our talk with our friends, we both confirm or resist 

our existing sense of our selves and our world, and also explore new ways of 

knowing or apprehending the world, (p. 280)
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The process of aging and all that it means physically, socially, and relationally 

can be thought of metaphorically as a new world. The physical and social changes a 

woman experiences in aging involve adjustments to her self-image and her sense of self- 

in-relation to significant others, and she is assisted into this new world by talk with 

trusted friends.

The Social Construction o f Meaning in Aging

According to Stewart and Logan (1998), “humans live in worlds of meaning” (p. 

6), which they describe as “coherent spheres of sense, significance, or interpretation” that 

comprise our reality or the way that we view our lives (p. 12). From birth, we are 

introduced to a process of collaborative meaning-making that continues throughout life. 

Meaning-making occurs in social interaction, in communication, and is collaborative 

because of the involvement of two or more people creating and modifying their 

understandings about reality in dialogue. As stated by Stewart and Logan (1998), “All the 

time, everywhere, in all the contacts that make us social animals, humans are constructing 

meaning together, and ‘communication’ is the name of this ongoing process” (p. 7).

Among the many elements that comprise one’s world or reality are space, time, 

culture, and relationships, and we form and change our concepts about them in 

communication (Gergen, 1994; Harre & Gillett, 1994; Stewart & Logan, 1998). Time is a 

concept that changes with years of life, so that what seems like a vast amount when a 

child, seems but a brief moment to an adult. We commonly hear elders claim that the 

years seem to pass faster with age. An understanding of temporality builds patience, and 

the passing time offers a retrospective view on experience.



Cultural influences affect our reality in significant ways. The customary beliefs, 

social forms, and material traits that are valued and represented by a culture group affect 

social interaction among its members. Cultural values and beliefs are constituted and 

maintained in the group’s way of communicating (Philipsen, 1997). We may be members 

of several culture groups. For example, older women are members of culture groups 

defined by gender, age, and nationality, at a minimum.

The significance of relationships in comprising one’s reality cannot be 

overemphasized (Gergen, 1994). Beginning at birth, self-identity is influenced by every 

relationship we form. Our sense of self and self-worth are modified throughout life in the 

interpersonal interaction of relationships, whether connected to family of origin, 

marriage, friendship, organizational membership, or work. Josselson (1996) states, “We 

must always revise our inner model of ourselves in light of our interpersonal experience. 

We know and realize ourselves only in, through, and with others” (p. 19). The continuous 

and complex process of communication is what constitutes and maintains the 

relationships we experience.

Since our sense of reality is our world and our “worlds are both partly stable and 

always changing” (Stewart & Logan, 1998, p. 17), lived human experience is never 

complete, and meanings change over time as we interpret and re-interpret our worlds to 

make sense of them. Our comprehension about life in youth will understandably be 

different in aging because of our lived experience. Meaning and intent of communication 

are understood within the context of social situations, forming one of the ways that we 

realize that others view us as aging individuals (Nussbaum et al., 2000). Cultural
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assumptions about what an older individual knows or does not know; references to 

interests or preferences that suggest age-group identification; and disregard of one’s 

physical and social presence— all are ways that consciousness of one’s aging is 

introduced and confirmed in communicative interaction, or lack thereof, with others.

Mutual determination of one’s own and other’s aging is associated with what is 

noticeable about visible health condition, appearance, or behavior. The earliest detectable 

signs of aging are physical, and include changes in appearance, posture, and mobility. 

These are significant indicators for communication, because an individual’s outside 

appearance provides social cues, influencing perceptions and interpersonal interaction 

(Biggs, 1993; Lachman, 2001).

Depending upon the aging construal of those with whom we interact, individuals 

can experience an erosion of relational, professional, and social standing. Such erosion is 

accomplished in conversation by lack of acknowledgment and/or by word choice in 

dialogue that devalues or disregards an older person’s potential contribution. In 

communication with others, our social construction of meaning about aging and our 

perception about youthfulness or age are confirmed or disconfirmed.

The Reflexive Self

The reflexive self is defined as “the ability to reflect and consider who one is in 

relation to others” (Falk & Miller, 1998). In discussion of how Self is created through 

interaction with others, Wood (2005) states, “Humans are able to reflect on themselves. 

We are able to notice, describe, and evaluate our own activities much as we would those 

of others” (p. 149). This is possible because of our ability to think of Self as object, or
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Self apart from others. Wood adds, however, that we are inhabitants of a relational world, 

which means the self is always influenced by the perceptions of others, and we 

internalize others’ views “so that they become key to how we see ourselves” (p. 149).

Harre (1994) describes the individual as both self and person. Self is “your private 

notion of your own unity as a person,” and person is “a publicly visible being that is 

characterized by certain attributes and characteristics established within a culture or 

social group” (Littlejohn, 2002, p. 166). The culture or social group perceives the person 

that is you, and your self internalizes their views, all of which takes place in human social 

interaction. In The Discursive Mind, Harre and Gillett (1994) state that human minds are 

“constituted by the discourses that they are involved in, private and public” (p. 104).

They explain that personal individuality is experienced by having a sense of location in 

space (point of view), a sense of being in the moment yet passing through time, a sense of 

social place in humanity, and a sense of commitment and responsibility within a social 

network. As such, “I experience myself not as an entity but as having a place from which 

I perceive, act, and am acted upon and where I am myself perceived” (p. 104). Each of us 

is a perceiver, and when forming perceptions, we draw upon the insights we have gained 

from meaningful experiences (Schneider, Hastorf, & Ellsworth, 1979). Shared experience 

is what allows intersubjective understanding.

The point in this discussion is to emphasize the human ability to be self-aware and 

yet aware of others’ perceptions of Self. This ability is always an interpretive process 

because we think of Self in regard to others. It is a necessary insight for understanding 

the key methodological role that reflexive self-knowledge plays in phenomenological
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research. Reflexivity is the basis and process of researcher bracketing in the analytic 

phases of research.



Chapter 2 

Research Methodology

Overview o f Research Design

The intent of my research was to better understand the construction of social 

reality and relational complexities that contribute to an older woman’s sense of aging. As 

well, I was interested in learning more about existential understandings that women gain 

in the process of reaching late-midlife. Based on the Constructionist goal of 

understanding human reality, I participated in conversational interviews to collect 

narrative descriptions of lived experience from older women. I applied phenomenological 

methodology in the description, analysis, and interpretation of the resulting capta.

Two research interests provided the central foci of this study: 1) What 

communicative events introduce or reinforce a woman’s sense of Self as aging? and 2) 

What intrapersonal and interpersonal understandings are realized by women in cultural 

and relational interaction in the aging process?

Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective

The conceptual framework supporting this human science research is based on 

Constructionism, an epistemology that views meaning in human reality as constituted in 

human interaction. Crotty (1998) defines Constructionism as:

the view that knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is 

contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction 

between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context, (p. 42)
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Constructionism assumes that human beings experience multiple realities and that those 

realities are created in communication, and as such, change with experience (Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996). At birth, humans are introduced “to a whole world of meaning” 

related to the culture and subcultures into which they are born, and through shared 

symbols, those meanings influence behavior and thoughts throughout the lifetime (Crotty, 

1998, p. 79).

The Constructionist epistemology developed from the Social Construction of 

Reality, a theoretical perspective popularized by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. 

This theory was proposed as an experiential connection between self and society, and 

names human social interaction as the means by which our individual reality is formed, 

shaped, and maintained (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Thus described, the reality of any 

human experience is constructed through communication in our social world and is 

modified (individuated) based upon experiences.

In researching female aging experience, I took the position that the experiential 

information sought resided in older women as individual and varying realities. Humans 

understand their lived experience through meanings they develop in social interaction, 

and their realities are best represented in narrative descriptions. They are our mundane 

stories of lived experience (Van Maanen, 1990).

The Constructionist viewpoint supports an interpretivist approach to the 

understanding of human lived experience in its claim that “meanings are constructed by 

human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting” (Crotty, 2000, p. 43). 

Thus, each of us in daily life interprets his or her experiences, determining meanings on
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which to base understandings, just as I, as researcher, have interpreted co-researchers’ 

narratives in co-constructing the understanding of their late-midlife viewpoint.

Though there are several branches of interpretivism on which one could base a 

methodological choice, the theoretical perspective of phenomenology best supports my 

understanding of how humans develop knowledge through experience. Originating in the 

philosophy of Edmund Husserl, phenomenology as an existential perspective was 

questioned and further developed by Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and 

Alfred Schutz. It is a knowledge claim that validates lived experience as a way of 

knowing. Littlejohn (2002) describes phenomenology as “the study of the knowledge that 

comes from consciousness, or the way you come to understand objects and events by 

consciously experiencing them” (p. 184).

As an existential philosophy, phenomenology is “the descriptive analysis of 

subjective processes and events ... a conceptual exploration of perception, belief, 

judgement [sic] and other mental processes” (Stokes, 2003, p. 148). Mental processes are 

referred to as phenomena, and to be aware of them means that we are conscious. Crotty 

(2000), following the articulation of phenomenological consciousness, states, 

“Consciousness is always consciousness o f  something. An object [of consciousness; e.g., 

a phenomenon, an experience] is always an object [of consciousness] fo r  someone,” thus, 

“it cannot be adequately described apart from the subject [person experiencing]” (p. 79). 

Humans intentionally give their attention to what they are considering, and their 

intentionality “denotes the essential relationship between conscious subjects [humans] 

and their objects [of consciousness]” (Crotty, 2000, p. 79).
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Lanigan (1979) explains how phenomenology, through intentionality and 

consciousness, dovetails with communication studies as a theoretical construct. 

Intentionality is a sense of purpose or motivation in what humans think and do. It forms 

an aspect of communication when, in speech, it “points to and includes the object 

receiving the action” of one’s reference (p. 33)—the phenomenon about which the 

speaker is conscious. Lanigan explains, “I as a person am a conscious being engaged in 

communication activity of perception and expression” (p. 33), and this process is 

reversible, allowing humans to understand each other, because of one’s store of shared 

lived experience. He continues:

I can quite objectively convert my perception into an expression, and conversely. 

My principal vehicle for this feat is speech communication. Speech captures and 

sediments my perceptions in a form that can be expressed and shared with 

another. In reverse fashion, my speech is a system of perceptions learned from 

others in the form of their expression. Speech communication allows perception 

and expression to blend together and be the cause of one another, (p. 33)

In examining the philosophic foundations of communication research, Stewart 

(1978) notes, “knowledge emerges in the meeting of, or relationship between, the subject 

and object in consciousness” (p. 186), or as Deetz (1982) states, “subjectivity is 

intersubjectivity” (p. 8). Since the self is speaker and thinker, and the object is the 

phenomenon about which one is conscious, self and object form an intentional unit of 

relationship in dialogue— the basis for social construction of meaning.
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Deetz (as cited in Littlejohn, 2002) outlines three basic principles of 

phenomenology: 1) knowledge comes from consciousness of experience (it is not 

inferred); 2) meaning of an object or experience resides in its potential effect on one’s 

life; and 3) the language we use to define and express our reality is the “vehicle of 

meaning” (p. 165). Thus, in terms of this research, if I want to know about female aging 

experience, I should ask older women to describe for me their experience with aging, for 

it is they who understand what it means to be a female who is aging.

Methodology and Methods

Because I am interested in narratives of the female aging experience, I used the 

qualitative research techniques of conversational interviewing as my method of gathering 

data, and phenomenological methodology for completing this study. Conversational 

interviews were conducted and recorded as my data collection method, and 

phenomenological methodology was used in description, analysis, and interpretation of 

the resulting capta.

The conversational interview, as an interpersonal situation, involves two 

individuals in conversation about a subject of mutual interest, during which “knowledge 

evolves through a dialogue” (Kvale, 1996, p. 125). It is also referred to as “the 

participants’ rhetorical construction of their experience” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p.

173). I selected the conversational interview as my method of data collection because of 

its interpersonal nature. This method is considered a “personal, collaborative, and 

interactive relationship ... centered on the question of how human experience is endowed 

with meaning” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 744). When we tell about our lives in our
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narratives, we are speaking of our past and present, making sense of them and preserving 

the coherence of the course of our lives (Ellis & Bochner, 2000).

Phenomenological methodology suited this communication study because of its 

emphasis on intentionality and consciousness, both of which are part of the 

communicative process of co-researchers in their descriptions and our interaction during 

individual conversational interviews. Langsdorf (1994) states:

Phenomenology ... provides a rationale for maintaining focus on communicative 

interaction itself. ... The phenomenological question is always, how are entities 

present as meaningful for participants, rather than, what are entities in themselves, 

outside of communicative interactivity, (p. 7)

In conducting phenomenological research, the researcher concentrates on co- 

researchers’ descriptions of lived experience, remains open to their ideas and meanings, 

strives for precise description of their experience while bracketing foreknowledge, and 

searches for “invariant essential meanings” in description (Kvale, 1996, p. 38). I followed 

the three-step process in phenomenological methodology as formulated by social 

phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (Lanigan, 1979; McWherter, 1993). This 

process uses description, reduction, and interpretation as analytical method for locating 

“elements of meaning that are empirically present” (Lanigan, 1979, p. 40).

Description was developed from audio-recorded narratives of lived experience 

given by co-researchers in conversational interviews. Narratives are personal stories that 

include description of specific situations or actions that have contributed to one’s 

existential experience and understanding. I asked older women to recall and describe
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events that introduced or reinforced the idea that they are aging, and that deepened their 

social and relational understanding of the process. Since description provides the material 

or capta from which reduction and interpretation are elaborated, it was essential that I 

include detail of the interview interaction and self-narratives, complete with 

contradictions and ambiguities, to accurately reflect the experience and intent of my co

researchers and me in our co-construction of the interview process.

Though the analytical method of phenomenology is described as three distinct 

steps, analysis and interpretation actually begin as early as the first conversational 

interview. While participating in the conversation, I listened to the co-researcher and 

reflected on what she said, asking questions of clarification to fully understand her 

perspective.

Reduction took place during careful and systematic examination and 

consideration of the capta that originated from the transcribed interviews. During this 

analytical step, transcribed narratives were carefully studied for emergent words, phrases, 

and relationships that depicted in clearest expression the shared experiences of the co

researchers. My analysis identified emergent themes that I abstracted from the capta and 

used to represent the co-researchers’ shared lived experience of the research 

phenomenon.

Since I both identified with my co-researchers as a peer-group member and served 

as the research instrument, at this point in the analysis I was careful to consistently work 

at bracketing my own lived experience with aging—that is, to not allow my personal 

perspective to influence the capta. Bracketing is an important requirement in analytical
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reduction in order that researcher bias is addressed and authentic themes and 

interpretation are allowed to emerge from the capta (Pilotta & Mickunas, 1990).

Interpretation involved the hermeneutic process of locating meaning and 

understanding in the descriptive text and emergent themes of co-researchers’ narratives. 

As researcher, I concentrated on the perspective of each co-researcher, bracketing my 

preconceived notions about the female aging experience and existential understandings, 

yet referencing my own experience with aging and life and allowing it to enter the realm 

of analyzing experiential possibilities. The intent was to remain faithful to my co

researchers’ description of their experience, while then analytically including my own in 

order to interpret and present meanings of the essential experience of aging for my eight 

co-researchers.

Researcher as Research Instrument

In conversational interviews, the interviewer is also the research instrument. In 

my role as research instrument, I entered the interview process with conversational skills, 

developing expertise at interviewing, familiarity with the research topic, and clear 

understanding of the research goals. While topic familiarity provided a frame of reference 

from which I drew conversationally, lessons in interviewing technique and understanding 

of the research goals assisted me in assuring that co-researchers’ narratives addressed the 

research interests. My age, gender, and life-stage are characteristics I share in common 

with women who formed the target group of this study. Throughout our conversational 

interaction, these similarities allowed empathic understanding of co-researchers’
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description of aging and their social and relational insights, and contributed to my ability 

to recognize significance in the experiences they shared.

Empathic understanding is possible because of intersubjective experience, which 

describes the understandings we share because of similar references and mutual cultural 

interaction. It helps us locate authenticity in the descriptions we hear of another’s 

experience, because of our own “inventory of experience” (Lanigan, 1979, p. 33).

Husserl is credited with formulating the concept that subjectivity is intersubjectivity 

(Deetz, 1982; Lanigan, 1979). We are born into cultures from which we learn common 

language and social norms, shared by others in our social group, and these subjective 

experiences allow intersubjective understanding. The ability of humans to draw on 

references of common experience allows us to co-construct meaning, a process in which 

we all participate and by which we are all affected (Deetz, 1982; Josselson, 1996; Lindlof 

& Taylor, 2002).

Co-Researchers

I participated in conversational interviews with eight older women, based on 

Kvale’s (1996) suggestion of 15 ± 10 co-researchers as the optimal number. Seven of the 

eight co-researchers ranged in age from 53 to 70 years. My eighth co-researcher, who 

actually provided a pilot interview, was 49 years of age. I have included her narrative in 

this study because of her life-stage characteristics that are shared in common with older 

co-researchers. All co-researchers are Caucasian and live in a community in Alaska. I 

purposely permitted a wide age spread in participants to allow for comparison in 

experience. The intrapersonal and interpersonal realization that Self is aging, the reaction
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to social communicative response to one’s aging, and what we learn about ourselves in 

relation to others are, I suspect, ongoing revelations in the aging process.

I used a combination of purposeful and snowball sampling in selecting 

participants. As described by Keyton (2001), both methods of sample selection are useful 

when a specialized population is sought or a topic is sensitive. Keyton cautions that the 

researcher must have a clear understanding of what is typical. My idea of typical for 

purposes of this study was women between 50 and 70 years of age, as I was interested in 

aging experience compared and contrasted among females in the late-midlife or young- 

old stage.

Following the advice of Lindlof and Taylor (2002), I scheduled conversational 

interviews at the convenience of my co-researchers, with attention to their comfort and 

confidentiality. All but one interview took place in the co-researchers’ homes, the other 

occurring in the co-researcher’s private office at work by her choice. Our conversations 

lasted from 60 to 90 minutes, and were digitally recorded. Following completion of my 

analysis and interpretation, transcripts and tapes of conversational interviews will be kept 

for five years in secure storage at the Department of Communication. Secure storage will 

provide further confidentiality to co-researchers, and will ensure that at any time, the 

tapes can be checked for trustworthiness of transcription.

Ethics

As required by the University Institutional Review Board (IRB), and out of 

respect for ethical considerations when conducting human research, I completed the on

line СГГ1 training and received approval to conduct research from the IRB.
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I contacted all co-researchers with an introductory phone call to introduce myself 

and/or my research project, request participation, and assure confidentiality. All co

researchers were provided a Letter of Informed Consent (Appendix A) to read and sign 

before interviews were conducted. These letters are stored in the Department of 

Communication along with the resultant recordings (saved on CDs) and the transcripts. 

Limitations

I conducted personal interviews with a certain type of woman that lives in a 

particular geographic setting during a specific time in history; therefore, the capta 

obtained for this study is time-bound and context-bound. This means that the findings are 

not intended for generalizing to a larger social group (Polkinghorne, 1983). The lived 

experience described by each of my eight co-researchers is subjective, but as a 

perspective, each is a knowledge claim about human phenomena that an individual 

without the experience cannot make. Their narratives and the interpretation of the capta 

will represent existential experience, and will be recognizable and validating to similar 

women who identify with the aging female social group.



Chapter 3

Phenomenological Description and Reduction of Female Aging Experience

Introduction

The eight co-researchers involved in this study included seven women between 

the ages of 53 and 70 and one woman who is 49. They are unalike in terms of marital 

status, childbearing, and backgrounds, but similar in that they are college educated and 

live in an Alaskan town known for attracting independent-minded individuals.

Phenomenological research requires absolute fidelity to the experience of the co

researcher in transcription, description, and reduction of conversational interviews. In this 

analysis that involves description and reduction of narrative transcripts, I as both age- 

group member and researcher walked a dialectical tightrope between involvement and 

detachment in relationship with my co-researchers (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). As 

researcher and age-group member, I participated in the co-construction of our 

conversational interviews. Yet it is essential that, at the point of description, I bracket my 

preconceived notions of aging so that my co-researchers’ experience with aging is 

represented as they described it. Behnke (1982) states that bracketing is “an ambitious 

claim” (p. 95), in that it requires that I set aside my lifetime of historical, cultural, and 

language associations in regard to the experience of aging. This means that I disallow 

what I have observed about my grandmother, mother, and other older women during their 

aging, that I ignore well-known cultural stereotypes of aging women and how older 

women are characterized by media and in the literature, and that I block the descriptive



terms of older women that I have heard or read. This I strove to do, and I believe, with 

each interview, I successfully moved closer to attaining this purpose.

Description o f Research Interview with Dawn

Dawn is a woman of 49 years, whose looks belie her age. She curls up at the far 

end of the sofa we share, content with her dog nearby and her husband occupied 

elsewhere in the house. Like so many who live in this Alaskan town, Dawn lives several 

miles outside town, in a house in the woods. An educator, she is active professionally and 

busy domestically with her spouse and family of one dog and three cats.

I originally planned the interview with Dawn as a pilot interview— an opportunity 

to practice my interview skills and test co-researcher reaction to my interview protocol. 

Dawn is younger than my target study group, but knowing her personally, I am aware of 

health issues and life-stage challenges she has had in recent years, ones that have led her 

to seriously contemplate her current life and what her recent experiences may portend for 

her future years. I include Dawn’s narrative because her lived experience is relevant and 

interestingly similar to that of other co-researchers, in spite of her being a few months 

younger than the age criterion for this study.

I remind Dawn that my research inquiry involves curiosity about the lived 

experience of women who are between the years of 50 and 70, or what is termed middle- 

aged or late-midlife, depending on perspective. At the mention of the word middle-aged, 

Dawn makes a choking sound, as if something is caught in her throat, which makes us 

both laugh with shared understanding. She tells me that the thought of being 49 years of 

age does not bother her so much as the image she draws when thinking of herself as

29



middle-aged. She recalls a recent incident when her friend’s adult daughter referred to her 

mother and Dawn as middle-aged, and how she was both taken aback and amused by her 

reaction to the thought. After all, she laughs, “I think I always thought of parents as 

middle-aged, and I ’m not a parent, so I ’m not supposed to be middle-aged.”

In response to my question about experiences or changes in her life recently that 

have introduced a sense of aging, Dawn states without hesitation, “Menopause. 

Menopause and health issues are probably the big things.”

By “health issues,” Dawn refers to the health concerns that developed soon after 

she turned 40 and necessitated major surgery three times and minor surgery twice in the 

last 6 years. One of the surgeries was a complete hysterectomy, which led to instant 

menopause, rather than the gradual process most women experience.

Rephrasing her response to my question, Dawn offers, “If I had to isolate one 

variable and say, this has made me feel older than anything else in my life, it would be 

menopause; the second thing ... would be that I have had some health issues.”

Dawn describes herself as “a person who never had health issues until I was 42.” 

Although she realizes that even the very young can experience health problems, her own 

are associated with growing older, since her earlier adult years were ones of good health. 

She knows that young adult women can have hysterectomies, but when she thinks of the 

menopausal state, she associates it with “at least getting old-er

When Dawn mentions menopause as an experience that has introduced thoughts 

of aging, she expands on that idea with a series of descriptive terms that are full with 

meaning for any woman who has had the experience: “hotflashes, nightsweats, memory
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loss.” She comments, “Memory lapses are becoming more common for me now,” adding 

with a laugh, “my memory capacity is jammed.” I ask Dawn if she thinks that memory 

loss could be connected to lack of quality sleep caused by nightsweats, which awaken 

menopausal women, disrupting their rest. Dawn’s response is reflective of the uncertainty 

that many women have about what causes menopausal symptoms:

I think it’s hard to tell. Menopause is one of those things— you know, what causes 

what? Because [what] you do experience when you’re having menopause is 

interrupted sleep, or at least many women do ... but yeah, memory’s one of those 

things that I think it’s due to menopause.

Nights of sleep disruption due to nightsweats result in low energy. Feeling unwell and/or 

recovery following surgery are times of low energy as well. Dawn comments, “My 

health issues are certainly associated with energy, or lack thereof for me, and so that I 

have associated with getting older.”

I question Dawn about experiences she has had socially or relationally that 

introduced or reinforced a realization of her own aging. Before responding specifically, 

Dawn tells me she is aware of how inaccurate conclusions can be drawn from too little 

information, so reluctantly reveals a connection she suspects between her own aging and 

the attention of others. She observes, “There’s not as many looks from male persons, for 

instance, as I used to get,” and she adds with a laugh, “One could argue that could be a 

good thing.” I surmise that, as an attractive woman with a youthful build, Dawn is 

accustomed to attracting male attention.
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In searching for reasons other than aging to explain diminished social attention, 

Dawn comments good-naturedly that lack of male attention could just be that we live in 

Alaska, a place where male behavior may not necessarily follow the U.S. norm. Then she 

nods her head in the direction of another room, and comments, “and there’s this guy 

who’s always with me everywhere I go” (referring affectionately to her spouse).

Dawn next describes an experience involving a social stereotype she was unaware 

she held. She discovered her aging stereotype in a painful incident related to her 

hairstyle— something most women recognize instantly as potential trouble. Dawn relates 

that she allowed herself to be talked into getting a short haircut by her hair stylist, 

someone she trusted. In a very few moments, she went from a woman with a signature 

hairdo of length and personality—having a mind of its own, yet always feminine— to 

short and boyish. For Dawn this was “a real crisis ... that made me feel really old.” She 

recalls the well-known cultural beauty advice that cutting one’s hair short is something 

aging women should do “because you are going to look younger with short hair.” Heaven 

forbid that one should take on the appearance of “an old rodeo queen,” as Dawn describes 

how some people view an older woman with long hair. Dawn hid herself from public 

view for days and began growing her hair immediately to escape the new reflection of 

herself that she perceived as older looking.

Dawn provides other examples of situations that have introduced the notion of 

aging, and all involve herself in relation to others. She observes that her friends’ children, 

some of whom she has known since their birth, are grown now and beginning adult lives 

of their own. Dawn comments, “Now there’s some evidence that you’re getting older, but
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again, I don’t really think about it as, ‘Oh, Dawn’s getting older.’ I just think about it as, 

‘Oh my goodness, how can these kids be that old?” ’ Dawn offers another example of 

herself as an aging individual in relation to others:

So things that make me realize that I’m older [include] several years going by and 

you haven’t seen one of your own peers, and then you run into that person, and 

you go, “Whoa, that person’s gotten older,” and you think, “I wonder if that 

person is thinking the same thing about me.”

Frequent correspondence from the American Association of Retired Persons 

(AARP) reminds Dawn that she, too, will soon be over the age of 50. Though she 

welcomes the shopping discounts that her older spouse already receives with his AARP 

membership, she says of her own impending qualification, “I don’t know if I like that 

idea or not.”

Dawn recalls conversations with close friends about aging experiences they have 

had in recent years. She recounts one friend for whom watching and caring for elderly 

parents through their illness and death “was a real reminder to her that she was getting 

older, so she went out and had a face lift at age 40.” Dawn was present when her friend 

emerged from the plastic surgeon’s office, and relates her friend’s observation that her 

new and younger appearance included “a slightly startled look.”

Musing on one’s appearance and self-perception, Dawn offers vaguely, “And 

mirrors are an interesting thing, too.” I warn her to not even think of looking at her 

reflection in a particular mirror in a well-known building on campus. She laughs and 

recounts a story told by a friend who noticed her reflection in a mirror at an ill-timed
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moment. This experience is one with which we both identify as older women. Dawn 

relates that her friend, who is about 53, had decided to let her hair turn naturally gray and 

had cut it short, as well. On a visit to the bank one day, she had not put a lot of thought 

into her attire, wearing simply a casual outfit of loose shirt and jeans. While waiting in 

line at the bank, she glanced up and caught her reflection in the mirror, only she did not 

recognize herself. She thought she was looking at “a guy.” Dawn explains that her 

friend’s realization that she appeared male-like was not necessarily a devastating 

experience, but was “rather shocking.” Dawn refers to her friend’s experience as “a 

turning point,” when she recognized her own unconscious participation in the creation of 

an image of diminishing femininity, so easily equated with female aging.

I mention to Dawn my developing awareness in my early 50s of a certain social 

invisibility when in public with my young adult daughters. It is not something I begrudge 

them, but a realization that it is their time of life for attention. Dawn identifies with self- 

awareness, commenting, “I was inundated, I swear, from the time I came out of the 

womb in such a physicality kind of awareness ... looking good was always predominant 

in how I was supposed to be.” She refers to a level of “emphasis on the external” that she 

developed during her upbringing.

Dawn’s concern for her “emphasis on the external” has been diminished in the 

past six years by illness and the demands of her profession. She elaborates, “I would have 

just been tired had I been a normal person [with the demands of her job], but then I 

started having health issues, and that made me more tired.”
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Dawn comments that though her recent illness and related fatigue have introduced 

thoughts of growing older, she expected that thoughts on Self as aging “would be maybe 

more of an issue than it has become so far.” She tells me that her mother was 57 years of 

age when her life ended, and she wonders, “When I get the age that my mother was when 

she died, will that be some sort of issue for me? I don’t know.”

By Dawn’s account, she tends to socialize with people who are either “quite a bit 

older ... or quite a bit younger.” Her romances have involved older men. She playfully 

considers the advantages of being married to a younger man, since some people claim 

that younger spouses enliven and energize them. I caution that a romantic relationship 

with a much younger male could make an older female feel really old by comparison. 

Dawn says she has contemplated that possibility and adds with a laugh, “Yeah ... really 

old or just impatient beyond belief.”

I ask Dawn if anything about growing older has been surprising to her, and she 

responds that she has not felt surprise exactly, but perhaps naivety in thinking that she 

“always ... would look the same way.” She is beginning to better understand possible 

reasons for why older women put less effort into their appearance, commenting, “There’s 

a lot of energy put into how we look in this country.”

Dawn says that she “associates aging with wisdom,” and at this point in her life 

has “more positive associations with aging than ... negative.” Admitting uncertainties 

about life and purpose, she says, “I’m willing to do all this [dealing with life experience] 

as many times as I have to do it if ... I’m actually, finally, ultimately going to learn 

something from it.”
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Reduction o f Research Interview with Dawn

Menopause, health concerns, and energy level. Dawn relates that “menopause 

and health issues are probably the big things” that suggest to her that she is getting older. 

Even though menopause resulted from a hysterectomy performed for health reasons and 

could have occurred in even a younger woman, Dawn associates it with the thought that a 

woman is “at least getting older.” She has experienced “hotflashes, nightsweats, and 

memory loss” since she began menopause, aspects of which are disruptive, tiring, and 

socially inconvenient. Experiences with illness and post-surgery recovery over the last six 

years have compromised Dawn’s energy level. She draws a correlation between energy 

level and aging when she notes, “Not having the energy to do things just makes you feel 

old.” She knows that menopause is not a health issue, and health concerns do not 

necessarily indicate that someone is growing older, but both occurred simultaneously 

after 42 years of good health and combine as aging indicators.

Others age. Dawn’s realization that she is growing older is confirmed in social 

contexts: “Things that make me realize that I’m older [are] people getting older around 

you.” Her recognition of Self as aging individual is couched more in terms of others’ 

aging. Hence, she has watched her friends’ children develop from birth to adulthood, but 

says about those passing years, “Oh my goodness, how can these kids be that old!” Dawn 

notices signs of aging in a peer she has not seen for many years, and thinks, “Whoa, that 

person’s gotten older.” Only later does it occur to her that the individual is probably 

thinking the same thing about her. Dawn admits her tendency to associate parenting with 

a certain middle-aged-ness, so she has no problem thinking of her friends who are parents
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as middle-aged. When the same term is applied to her, she struggles with the idea. After 

all, she reasons, “I’m not a parent, so I’m not supposed to be middle-aged.”

Awareness o f changing self Dawn is self-aware, and could hardly have avoided 

it, being “inundated” from youth “in such a physicality kind of awareness.” Social 

management of self-awareness involves ignoring unwanted received attention, but 

ignoring social attention does not necessarily mean one is unaware of it. Thus, when 

attention begins to wane, one notices. Dawn notices waning attention as well as her 

changing reflection in the mirror, and discloses, “For me ... the difficulties of aging are 

when I don’t like my perception in the mirror and when I feel that other people don’t look 

at me in the way they used to look at me.” On the other hand, she concedes that, during a 

hotflash, “when you are bright red, you don’t want people looking at you!” Her self- 

image is also challenged by her perception that life in her 40s has been a time of 

“surgeries and just not feeling good,” which have led to low energy and an association 

with slowing down, which she equates with aging.

Description o f Research Interview with Nora

Nora sits enveloped in her overstuffed easy-chair, her dog at the floor beside her. I 

occupy a chair across from her in her living-room-built-for-one. This is a familiar and 

comfortable setting for us both, as we have spent hours over the years talking in just this 

way.

Nora is an individual of age 53 who maintains her strong physical condition by 

living the rustic Alaskan lifestyle. She carries or sleds drinking water in five-gallon jugs, 

and chops and hauls firewood for the wood stove that heats her house. Her dog is a
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constant companion, and her rabbits and chickens provide hours of company and 

entertainment. Nora feeds every wild bird she can attract to her birdfeeder, bringing life 

and activity to the yard outside. Though not married, Nora returns the affection of a man 

25 years her senior in a relationship that is tailor-made for their preferred lifestyles. They 

both enjoy Alaskan summers, and spend time together throughout the season. When 

winter draws near, Nora happily remains where she is, and her friend heads South for 

warmer climes. They talk frequently by phone and email during the winter months.

When I ask Nora how she feels about being 53 years of age, she replies that she 

only thinks of it “in relation to other people’s ages.” As a teacher and as a friend of many 

parents, Nora is often around children and notices the change in her perception of Self as 

aging: “With younger kids ... I’m toward the other end of the scale now.” She comments 

that “53 doesn’t seem old to me,” but admits that it “gives me pause” when she looks in 

the obituary section of the newspaper and sees how many people died younger than 53. 

Still, she says, “I don’t personally feel old.”

I ask Nora if she would describe experiences or changes that have occurred in 

recent years that have introduced or reinforced a sense of her own aging. She answers by 

beginning with physical reminders, the first one, she says, being “gray hair.” She 

describes it as “a little disconcerting” to behold the gray patch of hair on her head as “the 

first thing I see when I look in the mirror.” Nora says she battles weight gain now after a 

lifetime of low weight: “It was like my body said, ‘Okay, now you’re older, now you’re 

going to be 10 pounds heavier,’ and I don’t want to be 10 pounds heavier, and I can see it 

in my body.” Stating she is not bothered by the wrinkles she sees forming on her face,
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and maintaining, “it’s not something I’m going to do something about,” Nora admits with 

a laugh: “In certain dressing rooms or in certain lights, I see wrinkles, and it’s just like, 

Whoa!” She realizes that people base many opinions on appearance, and mentions a 

friend her age who walks with a cane: “She gets out of the car very slowly, and people 

think from physical appearance, they know who you are and what you’ve done.” Sharing 

that her father, who is in his 80s, speaks of being sore longer after working hard and 

healing slower, too, Nora concedes that, at 53, she is beginning to experience “things like 

that.”

For Nora, social reminders begin in the classroom, where she teaches children and 

youth throughout the week. She is fairly confident she knows how the children view her 

because she remembers her own youth of sitting in classrooms observing her teachers:

If you’re dealing with young kids a lot, you realize they’re looking at you like,

“You’re old,” and people that, when I was young seemed so old to me, now I’m 

realizing I ’m that age, so everybody must be looking at me and thinking, “Aghh, 

old lady.”

Nora relates another social incident related to aging awareness when she attended 

a dinner recently at the home of friends who have young-adult children. She has known 

the “children” since they were born, so the friendships run deep. As Nora describes it, 

everyone— older adults as well as the young-adult children and a couple of their 

friends— were engaged in lively conversation, when gradually Nora noticed that the 

conversation shifted away from the adults, even though all sat around the dinner table 

congenially. Of the conversational shift and social exclusion that occurred, Nora notes:
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You realize that you’re being side-lined without your even doing anything to get 

it; you’re sort of [she pauses for just the right words]—Where eyes used to always 

be on you, now eyes sort of hit you and glance off some place else. You’re just 

dismissed as older.

Recalling past experiences, Nora reflects, “One thing I was thinking was, looking 

back, I realize I’m old.” It is surprising, she says, to realize that some activities on which 

she partially bases her self-identity are ones she has not participated in for decades:

Like it seems to me that all the canoeing I’ve done, or you think about a trip, “Oh, 

that was fun,” and all of a sudden you think, “That was 20 years ago! And what 

have you done in the 20 years since then?” It seems so current, like that’s part of 

who I am, but it was 20 years ago!

A similar comparison arises over a seven-year romantic relationship that occurred 

when Nora was in her early twenties, one she describes as “a main part of who you are.” 

She contemplates its significance within the context of a lifetime and in comparison to 

the long-lasting relationships of some married couples:

You know, if you’re not married or if you’re not dating a lot, that seems like a 

major part of my life when I was with someone for 7 years, but 7 years out of 53! 

You know, 7 years out of adulthood is nothing, and somebody else who maybe 

went on to be married for 20 years, it’s [quietly laughing] they don’t look at that 

relationship as anything ... that’s just sort of a drop in the pan, but it seems, you 

know, uhm, [long pause] old.

It is in retrospect that Nora realizes that so many years have passed.



We discuss the element of surprise that some people feel at the realization of Self 

as aging and the inevitable change that age works on the human body. Nora is neither 

surprised nor bothered by the physical changes she observes in herself, but admits to 

feeling “bemused” by recently noticing in her reflection some pesky mole hairs that, as a 

child, she used to giggle over when seeing them on the face of her mother’s friend:

The woman that was a friend of my mom’s that used to talk to her, leaning in the 

car window, and the sun would shine off the hair on the moles on her chin, and 

I’d just sort of think, “Oooegh!” And now I’ve got them, too.

Nora gasped with laughter relaying the foregoing disclosure and continued to laugh while 

sharing other skin realities in aging that we both would rather not acknowledge, and 

added: “You can erase this part.”

Nora comments on the correspondence she receives from the AARP, saying “I get 

letters constantly now from AARP, telling me I can join. They have ‘so many benefits’ 

for me. There’s nothing they offer that I can use right now.” She also mentions her 

medical insurance company, which reminds her that at 54, she enters an increased health- 

risk category, so her premiums will rise. Nora comments: “So outside influences are 

telling me, ‘Hey, you’re old now. Hey, you’re getting old now.’”

The realities of menopause have been somewhat surprising to Nora: “One thing 

that definitely surprised me [about menopause] was hotflashes.” She recalls with 

amusement how she and her friend used to close their letters to each other with the 

phrase, “happily awaiting menopause,” thinking that it would be such a big relief. Nora 

exclaims over her lack of understanding about menopause:
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Why didn’t anybody ever say anything about that? I never heard a thing about 

negative sides of menopause. I read about women being thrown into menopause 

by hysterectomies and that that wasn’t pleasant, but this gradual, “Oh, it’s just a 

change of life,” and I have friends that say, “Oh for crying out loud, it’s nothing,” 

you know, but baloney. I don’t agree. It’s huge\

In recounting some of her experience with menopause, Nora mentions “the insomnia, the 

hotflashes.” She refers to the power of hormones on the human body, the brain, and 

thought processes: “It must be all hormonal. Realizing how much stuff is chemical- 

hormonal in your body, absolutely, totally out of your control. Very strange.”

Nora shares that her “most frequent in-depth contacts are with people that are way 

older than I am.” She enjoys her time and conversations with her elderly father and aunts 

and her older male friend, but observes: “I find myself in a groove where I sort of start 

thinking the way they do.” Significantly, her earlier 7-year relationship was with a man 

12 years her senior. I suggest that, in some ways, spending time with older people must 

help her feel young by comparison, but she counters: “No, it doesn’t help. No, but it 

doesn ’t make me feel young. Being with kids makes me feel young.” She elaborates on 

her relational ambivalence in friendships with older others:

I’m talking more about having friends, close friends that are, they’re not doing 

anything that’s treating me younger, they’re treating me like contemporaries, and 

I’m treating them like contemporaries, but we’re not physically. So it’s [pauses] 

very strange.
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I ask Nora what she considers to be positive and negative aspects to aging based 

on her lived experience. She responds, “I love aging. I love that you learn, that people 

don’t push you around, or ... they might try, but it doesn’t bother you.” She says she 

enjoys the relief of not having “to take garbage from anybody if you don’t want to” and 

“you don’t need to listen to anybody.” She appreciates that “you know what you’re doing 

is right for you,” so that if anyone contradicts your choice, “you can say, ‘Well no, I 

don’t want to do it that way.’” She says she has learned the importance of “listening to 

your gut,” and is glad that she is “not as insecure ... unsure” in decision-making. The 

disadvantages of aging, Nora says, are related to physical condition: “getting sore faster 

... seeing things deteriorate that are just life ... things that you never had to think of before 

that now, every once in a while, rear their ugly heads.”

When I raise the topic of insights arrived at through lived experience, she shares 

her developing view that “life is a process” and adds:

When you’re 18, you look at friends and drinking and education and relationships 

[for example], and you discuss them and you come to the understandings. Then 

you get to be 25, and you discuss the exact same things, and you might refine 

your thinking a little bit. And you just refine ... constantly. That’s what aging is to 

me. You’re just changing, going through time, refining things and finding your 

path, and I don’t think anything about 50 or 60 is different from 20 or 30 or 40 or 

50 ... it’s just all gradual.
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Reduction o f Research Interview with Nora

Physical and hormonal aspects o f aging. In the process of growing older, Nora 

describes as “a little disconcerting” the feeling she has about her graying hair. Other 

changes that are new to her aging Self are “weight as a problem,” the facial wrinkles that 

she sees more clearly than she would prefer “in certain mirrors and under certain lights,” 

and muscular aches and pains that occur more easily and heal slower than before. 

Menopause has been a surprising experience because it was anticipated so eagerly as a 

time of relief, yet has proved problematic with hotflashes and insomnia.

Aging in relation to others. Nora remarks, “It’s being with kids that makes me 

feel young,” yet, paradoxically, she knows that it is in the eyes of children that she is 

most clearly seen as old. As a teacher in the classroom, Nora remembers herself as a 

school-age student and how she viewed her own teachers, who probably were about her 

age now, and realizes that her students are “looking at [me] like, ‘Y o u ’re oldV” In a 

friendly conversation of older and younger adults, Nora gradually becomes aware that the 

younger adults are mainly talking among themselves. She describes the social experience 

as “side-lined without your even doing anything to get it.” There has been a group 

assumption by the younger adults that the older adults probably cannot relate to their 

discussion. Nora observes, “You’re just dismissed as older.” Nora’s “most frequent in- 

depth contacts” involve older individuals, and she sometimes finds herself “in a groove 

where I sort of start thinking the way they do.” As much as Nora values the time she 

spends with older significant others, she observes, “It doesn’t make me feel young.”
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The significance o f past experiences. Nora realizes she is growing older when she 

reflects on past life experiences. She is surprised that past activities she references when 

defining Self are ones in which she has not participated for decades. She recalls canoe 

trips and wilderness experiences that are vivid memories still and how they remain self

defining events, yet: “That was 20 years ago! And what have you done in the 20 years 

since then?” Nora says they seem “so current, like that’s part of who I am,” even though 

it has been years since she participated in those activities. She ponders the significance of 

a seven-year romantic relationship that represents “a major part” of her adult life though 

it ended years ago. She recognizes that “seven years out of adulthood is nothing,” but 

marvels at the significance of past events.

We ’re told we ’re old. Nora refers to the AARP and her medical insurer when she 

states, “Outside influences are telling me, ‘Hey, you’re old now; hey, you’re getting old 

now.’” The AARP reminds her often of her age by sending her letters announcing the 

many benefits for which she now qualifies as a “senior citizen” if she will register for 

membership in their organization. Her medical insurer sends her regular reminders that 

she is nearing the age of 54, when she will enter an increased-risk category medically, 

and her premiums will rise.

Description o f Research Interview with Audrey

Audrey joins me in my home, where there is solitude for a thoughtful, relaxed 

conversation. She is one of those individuals that do not appear to age, yet I know that on 

her last birthday, she turned 55. Audrey is married to a man 15 years her senior. She has 

three grown children, and has spent most of her adult life expressing her creative abilities
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through homemaking and art. A talented artist, she is most expressive in paintings, 

sketches, and sculpture. In addition, she has developed abilities in electrical wiring, 

plumbing, and carpentry as her contribution to home maintenance.

Our conversation begins with my asking Audrey to characterize this time in her 

life. I offer examples of what I mean, including menopause. She responds that “thanks to 

hormone replacement therapy” menopause does not come first to mind. Instead, what 

best describes her life-stage now, she says, is “intergenerational experiences.”

Audrey’s intergenerational experience includes close relationships and frequent 

contact with her children and grandchildren, and long-distance care management and 

visits with her elderly mother. In recent years, she has experienced the full scope of life, 

from the birth of grandchildren, to the premature death of her daughter-in-law and 

grandchild, and age-related deaths of elderly relatives. Audrey describes the richness of 

family experience:

That intergenerational scope and reality ... the solidity ... the palpability ... 

imagined or in stories or projected into the future, that’s a beam for me, a big part 

of who I am. And of course ... where that cycles around to is mortality, and the 

kind of beauty and terror and freshness and oldness of mortality.

The adjustments required of intergenerational involvement can be emotionally 

challenging and physically exhausting, as well as energizing, but as Audrey explains, 

“Anything significant is going to be all those things, right? Anything of real substantive 

significance in your life is going to have those challenges, those rewards ... [and] it’s 

going to highlight your own aging.”
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I ask Audrey if she feels young when she spends time with her elderly mother, yet 

old when she spends time with her grandchildren. She nods her head, and says “Sure, and 

the reverse is true; back and forth.” Audrey thinks a moment, and continues:

I guess the surprise or the newness for me is discovering a spaciousness in this 

territory, discovering spaciousness in my mortality, in the full process: infant, 

childhood development, adolescence, youth and early midlife ... and one of the 

perhaps rueful, but beautiful things about being where we are now is a little more 

spaciousness.

Audrey says that to her “the issue is how do you live in the life you have.” She expresses 

her opinion that with age, “you get a bit more perspective, perhaps more of a certain kind 

of resource is more, but I think the main thing is awareness.” Audrey observes that in 

late-midlife there are “all kinds of things you could bellyache about... all kinds of 

challenges,” but she says that in her life, they are “eclipsed by consciousness issues. Am I 

availing myself of consciousness possible within this moment?”

When I ask Audrey about social interaction and whether she has noticed age- 

related changes, she makes a distinction between communication within interpersonal 

relationships and that in the general social arena. She speaks of “a certain sweetness” that 

develops with time, in growing older with one’s spouse, family members, and long-time 

friends:

If there’s not a power issue involved, then these sweeps of time I think ... add an 

interesting dimension to all of our interactions. They humanize it, they enrich it,
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they make casual interactions have depth. You know, these potentials. They’re not 

always realized, but they’re potentials.

Within general social interaction, Audrey shares that she approaches conversations with a 

young person in a business setting with the assumption that, most likely, in comparison 

with herself, “their capacities ... their awareness is going to be very reduced, they’re not 

going to know beans about a lot of things.” She describes the communicative technique 

she uses of focusing on the specific object of inquiry while allowing “all kinds of things 

around that” from the younger other.

In interaction with people older than she is, Audrey says that she now is “much 

more aware of what [they] have to offer,” because of the scope of their experiential 

knowledge. She relates that she is increasingly “tolerant of aspects of people on hobby

horse ideas and stuff than I used to be.” When she listens to older people in conversation, 

Audrey describes experiencing “this sweep of gathering-in of life. It’s fabulous!”

We discuss the notion of sexual invisibility that many women in late-midlife 

experience negatively, and Audrey relates how she has reframed it:

The biological visibility, the social status visibility issues ... the cost of so much of 

that is, biology really has you by the gray matter as well as the genitals for a lot of 

that period of your life [when we are younger]. And the situation we’re in now, 

it’s a second life. It’s our life in a way that that first half of our life wasn’t.

Audrey says that even though now, when she is in the company of her 26-year-old 

daughter, “heads turn to look at my daughter, not me,” she has discovered “one of the 

neat things about where I am now.” Referring to one’s appearance and enjoying the



appearance of others, Audrey describes it as “quite free pleasure now ... It’s art; it’s 

deliberate; it’s not art with biology breathing down its neck.” She expresses the social 

enjoyment of noticing the effort that others put into the way they look, and the pleasure 

of taking care of one’s own appearance:

There are things that enjoyment can be; there’s not a load on it, so the enjoyment 

is very free ... there’s n o t ... all this ... hormonal stuff, so you can observe all kinds 

of interactions that you didn’t used to observe ... you can acknowledge things that 

used to almost be un-acknowledgeable because the freight on them was so heavy. 

The fun of it is a lot more accessible to me than it was before.

Audrey chose to spend the past nearly 30 years as a homemaker and caregiver, 

and she has been deeply involved in the support of her family. At late-midlife, she says, 

“I’m trying to show up a little more for myself, in work and in pleasure both,” adding, 

“It’s quite possible for that to happen in my life now.” She admits that there were times 

over the past three decades when she might have prioritized time for herself, but did not. 

In clarifying her thoughts, Audrey voices the quandary of many women who try to 

balance their personal needs with those of the people they love and support, when she 

explains that “being responsible to myself meant putting these other people pretty high up 

on the list.”

Reduction o f Research Interview with Audrey

Intergenerational relationships in late-midlife. Audrey characterizes her present 

life as one of “intergenerational experiences.” Her “intergenerational scope and reality” 

include the challenges and realities of integrating her life and time with her
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grandchildren, adult children, and husband, friends, and elderly mother. She describes the 

depth and richness of this experience as “a beam for me, a big part of who I am.” She 

accepts the challenges and rewards, saying that they are to be expected in “anything of 

substantive significance in your life.”

Relational understandings in aging. Audrey observes that in long-standing 

interpersonal relationships, “the past kind of helps bring a certain sweetness” to 

interactions, as long as power struggles are not an issue. The shared history with friends 

and family adds what she refers to as an “interesting dimension” to interaction in ways 

that “humanize it, enrich i t ... make casual interactions have depth.” In the larger social 

context, the difference in experiential knowledge between Audrey and younger others, 

particularly in a business setting where she is looking for assistance, is more noticeable to 

her now. She approaches interaction with young adults understanding that “their 

capacities ... their awareness are going to be very reduced” in comparison with hers. She 

focuses on what she needs, and allows “all kinds of things around that.” In interaction 

with individuals older than she is, Audrey describes herself as “much more aware of what 

[they] have to offer,” appreciating that in their ideas “you get this sweep of gathering-in 

of life. It’s fabulous!”

Life in a way that the first half o f life wasn’t. Many women at late-midlife years 

describe a sense of invisibility at diminishing male attention. Audrey acknowledges the 

experience in her own life, but not negatively. She refers to the first half of a woman’s 

life as a time of “biologically competitive visibility,” and sees release from that as a “flip 

side of great freedom.” She describes as “quite free pleasure now,” the enjoyment she
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derives from taking care of her appearance for its own sake, “without biology breathing 

down its neck.” In the same regard, Audrey finds that the fun of social interaction “is a 

lot more accessible” to her than it was before: “There’s n o t ... all this attraction, the 

hormonal stuff, so you can observe all kinds of interactions that you didn’t use to 

observe.”

Time fo r  self Audrey describes her present activity in the evolution of her family 

involvement as more of a “flickering in and out” of their lives now. She expresses her 

interest in “trying to show up a little more” for herself in pursuit of her own interests, and 

sees that at late-midlife, “it’s quite possible for that to happen in my life now.” 

Description o f Research Interview with Rachel

Rachel and I sit on opposite segments of an L-shaped sofa in her spacious, sun- 

filled living room. Her home is large, built years ago for an active family, when Rachel 

and her husband were in the early years of rearing their children. Today, at 70 years of 

age, Rachel lives in the big house with her dog. Her children, whom she raised to be as 

independent as herself, began leaving home about 20 years ago to pursue further 

education and careers; her husband died 12 years ago.

Rachel’s marriage to a man who traveled often in his career helped her maintain 

the independent strength she established earlier in life. In her marriage, many household 

and family decisions were left entirely to Rachel, a weight which she did not always 

appreciate during her child-rearing years, but which prepared her well for her present life.

Retired from a 30-year career in the school system, Rachel keeps physically 

active tending her plants, both indoors and out, and maintaining her yard and walking
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trails that she and her dog enjoy daily. Rachel has a sparkle about her. She smiles 

easily— from lots of practice I think— and laughter punctuates most conversations with 

her.

I remind Rachel that I am studying the female aging experience of women in late- 

midlife and ask her to tell me about the differences between life in her fifties and life in 

her sixties. Responding immediately with “It was enormous,” Rachel elaborates:

It was very big, and the only reason why it was very big [was] everything 

happened all at once. And I think for myself, it wasn’t the aging as such. It was 

retiring, it was losing a husband, my children leaving or had left, so I think there 

were three losses during that period.... So I think a lot happened, that each was 

very important.

Rachel’s children began leaving home when she was in her late 40s. In her early 50s, 

Rachel’s husband, who was 12 years her senior, suffered a stroke. At first his care was 

manageable within their home, but later, a series of what Rachel calls “mini-strokes” left 

him debilitated, and requiring a level of care beyond what Rachel could provide at home. 

Throughout her husband’s illness, Rachel divided her time between the workplace and 

home, or later, the assisted-care facility.

During the years that her husband was ill, Rachel recalls that she remained in 

good health: “I did have some health problems in my 50s [but] not enough to be 

bothersome, really. No, 50s were just fine.” Rachel’s husband died when she was 58.

She says of her health problems, “Sixties was when I started actually ... my health 

problems really weren’t heavily expressed except for my back until after [he] died.”
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Rachel had been having back trouble during the time that her husband was ill, which after 

his death, required surgery. She explains:

I did very well until then, and I think it was the accumulation of all the stress, and 

I just— my body just gave in. But I was doing just fine, and then, I think after he 

died, I relaxed. It’s not good always. And so then my body started talking to me 

while I was listening, and when I listened, what I heard was, “You’ve got to get 

off the train and stop because you can’t keep doing this. Yeah, you just have to.” 

But I didn’t do that till I was in my 60s, s o .......

Rachel continued working into her early 60s. She says about her job, “I enjoyed 

being out there and doing what I did. I loved it,” but she found that she could not 

maintain the necessary energy level required to perform her job duties. As she describes 

it, “The energy factor wasn’t there anymore. The interest was still, but I just couldn’t 

keep up ... at least the way I wanted to do it.” Rachel decided to retire; she was 64 years 

of age. Describing how retirement solved one problem, but created another, Rachel says: 

I’m not a social person ... so having a job was just perfect. It created my social 

world without my having to work very hard to get i t ... so when I stopped 

working, that was cut off, and it’s amazing how cut off you are because so much 

of your ego and so much of your sense of self is involved in your job, perhaps as a 

mother or perhaps as whatever our work job is, and when that gets cut off, it’s, I 

think, a very difficult time.

Rachel allows that retirement is not difficult for all people. Some have hobbies or 

interests to pursue, and some find part-time employment elsewhere. For some retirees
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like herself, however, she explains, “you get older, there are health issues that intervene, 

and they [the health problems] don’t let you do that, which happened with me.” Rachel 

suggests that a better alternative to working into one’s 60s would be working until one’s 

40s, retiring and doing whatever one wants, and then returning to the workplace. Based 

on her lived experience, Rachel explains her reasoning:

because age does come grab you, and unfortunately with age sometimes comes 

physical disabilities or declining health or something like that happens ... I know 

that happened with me. I didn’t expect it, but it did.

Reflecting on growing older, Rachel points out her confusion over separating the 

experience of “old age or older age” from other things happening in one’s life such as 

“the sore back or your arthritis or this or that.” She exclaims, “It’s like, that is old age, 

and it’s like we don’t really understand it, and we’re sort of separating ourselves from 

old age; it’s like, ‘It’s not us, w e’re not getting old.’” She says she has concluded that 

society does not have “an integrated concept” of aging: “It’s like we’re keeping old age 

in one separate part of our lives, but yet we’re going to continue to do all these other 

activities and still be young and thin ... not allow [ourselves] to get older.'’'’ Rachel says 

about her own aging:

It’s sort of in my mind a distinct something that is not happening to me, and I 

don’t really recognize it, and I think I’m, well, it’s probably I am in denial, at least 

I know I was for a long, long time.

Rachel recalls when she turned 65 and began using Medicare: “[I was] just being 

categorized as an older person, and I thought, am /  a senior? Why am I suddenly a
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senior? ... I was categorized, and I didn’t like it at all.” Five years later, she says, “I’m not 

as sensitive now about it, so the word doesn’t bother me,” but she prefers the word elder 

that Alaska Natives use to describe older individuals. I remind Rachel of a comment she 

once made that people are old because they are told they are old. She retorts, “Well, this 

is true. I was told when I was 55, ‘You’re a senior’ ... they thought I was old before I was 

thinking I was old.” By “they,” Rachel refers to a local movie theatre and campground 

that offer senior admission discounts, and the AARP, which reminded her that she 

qualifies for membership because of her senior status.

We discuss life-stage terms and age-group categories and the tendency for people 

to resist the notion of Self as aging. Rachel goes into the kitchen, returning with a cup she 

says was a gift for her 70th birthday. She reads the words on the cup: “I look 60, act 30, 

feel like 9 0 .1 must be 70,” and adds, laughing, “So I think it says it right there. I read that 

and said, ‘That’s it!’ because ... this is exactly i t ... it’s so relative, the whole thing.” She 

offers an uncertain analysis of her own experience:

I don’t think it was old age that happened to me. I think it was the health, losing 

my kids, losing my husband. And it happened to have occurred when I’m older, 

but then again, that’s what happens to everybody when they get older, so I don’t 

think it’s age. It’s not that you’re 60 or 70; it’s the incidences, events that occur 

around it, but maybe that’s what old age is, and I’m not putting it all together. I 

don’t know.

I ask Rachel if she feels old, and she responds, “Well, no, but it is a state of mind 

... the fact is, you are older than you were before, and your body cannot do all the same
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things that you did before. Your strength level is not the same.” Though Rachel does not 

feel old, she observes, “Your mind is not as fast as it was before, and you don’t want a 

world in which you have to go as fast as you did.” Speaking of people her age, Rachel 

comments on the “tremendous effort on a lot of us to keep going, keep that energy level 

up.” She points out that television commercials add to the resistance of slowing down 

with age:

The TV ads really want you to keep at a level of yourself 10 years, 20 years 

younger than your body really i s . ... So we’re not supposed to grow older and be 

old; I don’t think we are. ... That’s what the commercials are telling us.

Rachel describes herself as having always been an active, “high-energy person” before 

she began having health problems. She explains, “My health forced me to go at my own 

pace, and then I had to work at being satisfied with that.”

Referring to the familiar and acceptable childhood image she has of older people 

sitting in rocking chairs, Rachel comments, “You know that’s not okay now. It’s very 

negative.” She asks rhetorically in defense of the many older individuals who enjoy their 

rocking chairs: “Have [they] failed in some way because they’re sitting in their rocking 

chairs?”

I refer to an earlier comment of Rachel’s, when she expressed her reluctance to 

think of herself as old, and she explains: “I have a strong feeling that I have to present to 

my children somebody that’s healthy and still exuberant and capable and confident.” She 

says that, even though her children expect at her age that she will slow down and not be 

able to do all the things that she used to do, “They do expect those other features that I
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am n o t.... They have that expectation and it upsets them very much— at least that’s what 

I’ve seen— when it isn’t that way.”

Rachel became most aware of the need to present a strong image when she was 

hospitalized. She became aware of what a “negative” experience it was for her children to 

see her seriously ill. As Rachel puts it, “They want to see Happy Mom. They feel very 

bad then; they don’t want to deal with it, keeps them away.” Knowing this about her 

children concerns Rachel, for as she states:

I will get sick, and I will get older, and I understand all these things are going to 

happen, and I may need help taking a shower; I may need all kinds of things more 

than that, and I don't think my children will assist me in that way.

Projecting into the future and how her children are likely to react to her in old age, Rachel 

says, “There is a strong resistance on my part to just keep everything going as is ... 

basically take care of everything myself and show them that I can do that.”

The need to provide for her future care puts Rachel in the predicament of needing 

to prioritize important decision-making at a time when her mind wants to resist doing so. 

She explains, “I don’t want to make [future care decisions] myself now, and now is the 

time I should make them because I’m thinking clearly and I can do these things, and I 

don’t want anyone making them for me.”

I ask Rachel if she remembers a clear mental shift when she began thinking of 

Self as aging, and she responds, “When I got sick. I experienced a dependency that comes 

with old age. That’s when it hit me.” Later in our conversation, she adds, “I never had a 

feeling of being old [before], ever. I think what interfered for me was being sick, and
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being sick made me dependent, and dependency comes with old age.” Rachel recalls a 

“threatening” experience after surgery when, due to the nature of the illness and 

operation, she experienced partial and temporary memory loss:

It was like being old then because I couldn’t do certain things or think certain 

ways to take care of certain things, so in that sense, I got really frightened ... [but] 

something in me knew I [was] going to get better, and I had to fight them on this. 

What Rachel had “to fight” was her doctors’ advice that she “should look into assisted 

living. I was told all these things over and over, from everybody!” The advice to seek an 

assisted-living situation suggested to Rachel that she was “dependent and needy ... [and] 

feeling needy ... reminds me of a child.” She says the experience of seeing her husband so 

sick “and seeing what happens to older people, which looked negative to me,” even 

though they were well cared for in the assisted-living home, was difficult for her: “I felt 

at the time, I’m being exposed to something I don’t want to see yet.” Emphasizing her 

concern about feeling dependent, she says that the feeling she had of dependency while in 

the hospital “was the most threatening thing in the world to me,” and it is a possibility 

with old age “that is a big issue for me: being dependent.” She adds quickly, “I’d love to 

be a little bit more dependent, but I don’t have i t ... so I have to stay very independent.” 

Rachel observes that it is difficult for an older individual with a serious illness to self

represent to health providers “because the patient coming in, it’s the first time they’re old, 

too, and they don’t know either.... I’ve never been this old before; I really don’t know.” 

Rachel reveals with sadness a realization she had while in the hospital about how 

her children view her as a person with multiple health issues:
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They wanted to fix i t ... put me in assisted living ... but my feeling was, though, 

that they— when I say they, it included my children— they didn’t want it so much 

for me, though they did want it for me. They certainly also wanted it for 

themselves. They wanted the problem that was me solved. So I became a problem. 

I always was their mother, and now I’m a problem, and I don’t like it. And I still 

am. I don’t like that new role.

Rachel and I discuss elements of planning for the future, such as where an aging 

person chooses to live, and she replies that part of her choice to live at home is that “I 

can’t visualize other options.” She acknowledges that life in the senior citizens’ home 

would be easier in terms of meal preparation and housekeeping, but adds, laughing, “I 

don’t know if I could take it every day, you know. That’s a little much social life for me.” 

Rachel is clear about the importance of her friendships in planning for her future 

and where she will live: “Friends are becoming more important to me now that my job 

doesn’t exist, and I really don’t want to be any place without friends.”

When I ask Rachel if there is anything she would like to add about her aging 

experience, she feigns the aging stereotype of memory loss, and laughs, “Well, I don’t 

know ... I can’t even remember what I said.” We both laugh, and then more seriously she 

adds, “I don’t really think I am aging as gracefully as some people do. I think it’s a little 

harder on me than some people.” I ask if she is referring to her health challenges, and she 

says, “Yeah, and loneliness, but then again I hear loneliness is the biggest factor for old 

age, that loneliness is a really big thing, and it’s not that there aren’t opportunities out 

there.”
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By “opportunities out there,” Rachel is referring to the “the wonderful senior 

center here,” where a senior can go every day, have lunch, and socialize. Attending the 

social functions held at the center helps seniors feel less isolated, but Rachel comments, 

“For me, no matter how much I would go to a senior center, or go to those wonderful 

classes on Fridays, and I go to every one of them, I’m still alone, and sometimes I like it. 

Normally I like it. I don’t mind it at all, but it worries me about what will happen.”

I feel unclear about what Rachel means, and ask if she sometimes wishes she had 

someone living with her. She shakes her head and says with sadness:

It’s not being alone in the house. I like that, being alone in the house, and I have 

... people come in, and I like my time to myself, I really do ... I enjoy reading and 

I go out when I want, you know. No. It’s the loneliness of not having a close 

relationship with somebody— that’s a lasting one. That’s the aloneness, and I 

think that is for most people, that they get lonely. It’s not just the noise. I think it’s 

something deeper than that.

As the meaning of Rachel’s words sink in, I feel a sense of helplessness at how to 

respond, and begin to speak clumsily of life’s uncertainties, but Rachel ends my flailing: 

“Well, it’s just not going to happen, I mean, you know.” She says she understands that 

sometimes people can be lonelier in marriage than by themselves, and that that is a very 

lonely situation, but it is the reality of her situation as a widow of 70: “To me, it’s the 

permanence of the aloneness— that this is it, pretty much. That’s sad to me.”

We discuss aging more generally, and I mention my discovery that women do not 

particularly like talking about it, to which Rachel responds, “No-o-o! No! I  wasn’t talking
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about age. I was talking about my health. I was talking about all kinds of things. Aging 

was something I put separate. That’s separate. That’s nothing to do with these other 

incidences.” I ask Rachel why aging is held apart from other late-midlife experiences, 

and she offers her explanation that “we anticipate death and we don’t want that to 

happen, at least most of us don’t. We envision it as a dependent period. People are 

terrified of Alzheimer’s.” She shares the fear she had while hospitalized and not thinking 

clearly that others would suspect, because of her age, that she was developing 

Alzheimer’s disease. She relates, “I had to constantly watch what I was saying.”

Rachel grows reflective about the experience of aging, and offers:

One thing about getting older, when you lose your job and you lose being a 

mother and all these things ... you lose the identity. You become— you have to 

work on this—because you can become a non-person. You can become invisible, 

if you don’t make sure you keep up with your community and your children and 

all other things. It’s pretty easy because nobody recognizes your existence. 

Realizing that she has grown very serious during our interview, Rachel, usually a 

light-hearted person with a great sense of humor, expresses somewhat apologetically the 

reason for her mood:

I usually have a very good sense of humor about this all, but I told you the truth, 

and the truth is very serious for me, I think. I didn’t want to joke with you. I 

wanted to tell you exactly how I feel and that’s not all positive or all good, but I 

just didn’t want to joke with you.
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Rachel continues with her opinion that society views her age group as “the 

Problem Age.” She mimics the media when she asks, “What do we do with all these old 

people? Where do we put them? How do we feed them?” She then offers the question to 

the greater social audience: “What could possibly be good about this Old Age when you 

become a problem to society?”

After a long silence, Rachel looks at me and says flatly, “Isn’t that awful?” And I 

respond just as flatly, “Yeah, it is.”

“Very dangerous subject,” Rachel comments, and we laugh weakly.

I thank Rachel for her interview, and she confides, “Well, it was very personal,” 

and then adds just above a whisper, “That was hard.”

Reduction o f Research Interview with Rachel

Combination o f personal, relational, and social loss. Between age 50 and 64, 

Rachel experienced what she describes as “losses.” She lost frequent contact with her 

adult children as they moved away, the companionship of her husband to illness and 

eventual death, her own good health, and her job and professional image due to medical 

retirement. Rachel expresses her uncertainty about the relationship of significant life 

events and aging, but finds it difficult to discount their close association with being older: 

“I don’t know if it’s the age. It’s not that you’re 60 or 70; it’s the incidences, events that 

occur around it, but maybe that’s what old age is, and I’m not putting it all together. I 

don’t know.”

Illness, dependency, and aging. Rachel has multiple health concerns. While 

hospitalized in the recent past, she found herself needy and dependent— an experience
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she describes as “very frightening.” Rachel associates high level of care with both 

infancy and old age because of observations she made of her husband and other residents 

when she would visit the assisted-care facility where her husband spent his last years.

The images are vivid still, and she does not want them of herself. Rachel reveals that she 

began to think of Self as aging when she got sick and felt dependent. She says, “That’s 

when it hit me.”

Social invisibility. With her children grown and gone and her husband deceased, 

Rachel’s employment offered a valuable social connection. Friendly and outgoing,

Rachel nonetheless describes herself as “not a social person except when I’m in the 

situation. ... I don’t go seek it.” Thus, being in the workplace “was just perfect,” she 

observes: “It created my social world without my having to work very hard to get it.” 

Upon retirement, that social connection and her professional image changed drastically: 

“It’s amazing how cut off you are because so much of your ego and so much of your 

sense of self is involved in your job ... a very difficult time.” She says that when older 

women lose their identity from loss of employment and loss, or perceived loss, of their 

mothering role, they “can become a non-person ... can become invisible. ... It’s pretty 

easy, because nobody recognizes your existence.... You’re invisible, and that’s bad.”

We ’re not supposed to age. Rachel knows and accepts the reality that her 

“strength level is not the same” as it was when she was younger, and she does not “have 

that energy level” she had before. She also does not “want a world in which you have to 

go as fast as you did.” In spite of this realistic assessment and her health concerns, Rachel 

claims, “I never felt my age, and I still don’t. ... I just feel I’m me now.” Even though she
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is accepting of her life phase, Rachel relates, “There’s tremendous effort” among older 

people to stay energetic, and the media promotes a physical level of “ 10 ... 20 years 

younger than your body really is.” Rachel wishes her energy level were higher because it 

is “very negative” to give the appearance of slowing down: “We’re not supposed to grow 

older and be old.”

Aloneness and loneliness. Rachel lives alone with her dog, and says she is 

satisfied with the situation: “I don’t mind living a lone.... I like my time to myself, I really 

do.” She enjoys reading, she has friends into her home to visit, she visits at others’ 

homes, and she attends events at the senior citizen center. She describes herself as “not a 

social person,” and says she does not require a high level of social activity to feel content. 

Loneliness, however, is another matter. Rachel elaborates, “It’s the loneliness of not 

having a close relationship with somebody—that’s a lasting one—that’s the aloneness.” 

Her loneliness is deepened by her near certainty that it is “just not going to happen,” and 

she adds, “To me, it’s the permanence of the aloneness, that this is it, pretty much. That’s 

sad to me.”

Becoming “a problem. ” Rachel says that she feels like a member of “the Problem 

Age,” because she thinks this is how society views older people, particularly her age and 

older. She sees articles in the newspapers and magazines about the growing population of 

older people and the concern with where to house them as they need care, how to help 

them afford medical care and treatment, how to help them afford groceries. To Rachel, 

the tone in the media is negative, and she asks: “What could possibly be good about this 

Old Age when you become a problem to society?” Rachel describes feeling like “a
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problem” during slow recovery from surgery, when her children wanted “to know what to 

do with me.” She states incredulously, “What do you mean what [should] you ... do with 

me? I’m not a thing. You don’t do anything with me. I am not a thing!” Rachel reveals 

her opinion that her children view her as a problem that needs solving: “So I became a 

problem. I always was their mother, and now I’m a problem, and I don’t like it.” 

Description o f Research Interview with Dorothy

Dorothy and I talk quietly in chairs adjacent to each other in the living room of 

her downstairs apartment. It is a welcoming space and typically furnished as a living 

room except that where the sofa might be, there is a daybed on which her elderly aunt 

rests. Dorothy’s aunt, Mary Ellen, has lived with Dorothy for the past five years. She has 

developed Alzheimer’s disease, and Dorothy is her caregiver. Early into our interview, 

Mary Ellen stirs, and Dorothy assists her into a chair, moving her closer to us for the 

conversation. I sense the affection between them, and guess that in their past, they have 

enjoyed happy times and stimulating conversations.

Dorothy is 64 years of age, divorced, and the mother of three sons, two who are 

grown with families of their own and one who is deceased. She teaches evening college 

courses as an adjunct instructor.

I remind Dorothy of my research interest in women and aging and the events that 

introduce or reinforce the realization of aging. I ask if she will begin our interview by 

describing her relevant lived experience since turning age 50. Dorothy replies, “For me, 

becoming 50— actually it was probably 52— my whole life changed, and it’s sort of like,
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life begins at 50 for me.” She laughs, adding, “I can just forget all the rest, except I 

learned a lot.”

Dorothy explains that at 51 years of age, with two of her sons reared and no 

spouse to consider, she loaded her car and drove the Alcan Highway with her teenage 

son, and “started life over.” The decision to move to Alaska, a place she says she had 

“always wanted to live,” followed a difficult period in Dorothy’s life. She discloses, “I 

was extreme. I had tried to commit suicide.” The suicide was averted by the arrival of a 

friend, who helped talk her out of it, and it was at that point, Dorothy says, that she had 

the realization, “You change your life or die.” She read a book entitled, The Giant Within, 

which recommended the development of life goals toward which to strive. Dorothy made 

her list, and reports what she learned in the process:

When I had allowed people to run my life, that was my choice to allow them. I 

didn’t realize it was my choice to allow them to do it, that I could have changed 

that choice and made a different choice, and when I learned that, that was all she 

wrote. I was out of there!

Dorothy knew one person in Alaska, a childhood friend who managed an 

apartment complex. The friend offered Dorothy an apartment rent-free until she found 

employment, if Dorothy would pay the utility bills. Dorothy found employment 

immediately and began her new life.

After a year, Dorothy says she decided to pursue another life goal, that of 

attaining a college degree. At age 53, she began taking university courses and did not 

stop until she had completed a master’s degree 6 years later. Through her education, she
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relates, “I became a different person. I became more confident in what I did.” While 

working as a teaching assistant to afford graduate school, Dorothy discovered she 

enjoyed teaching.

Dorothy relates the following about her transformation during her 50s:

I discovered that maybe I did have some qualities that I could make positive, and I 

really changed my attitude about myself. And at that point, too, I was old enough 

where I didn’t have to buy into being perfect.... I learned to appreciate myself, 

and once I did that, it was much easier to go day-to-day, and it was much easier to 

make decisions to do what I felt I needed to do.

Dorothy discloses that before she drove to Alaska, “I would not take a bus I had 

never taken before with someone else, because I didn’t know where I was going. I was 

scared. I was afraid of my shadow.” At the time, she was married to a man who “led me 

around by the nose and told me what and where to do something, and I took it.” She 

states that in their 20-year marriage, “He was always putting me down in very subtle 

ways. ... He totally destroyed my confidence in myself.” She describes her behavior 

throughout her marriage: “I wanted to please. ... I wanted to make sure everybody was 

okay. I was the try-to-fix-it. I wouldn’t face confrontations or anything like that.”

Dorothy’s attitude about living changed in her 50s: “It was interesting, it was like 

I woke up when I was in my 50s, and I was just following what I was supposed to do 

before then.” She says she found the strength to “create a stable person within me which 

hadn’t been before, and I knew I could make it then; it was nice.”
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While many people begin to feel older at late-midlife, Dorothy exclaims, “I felt 

younger. I actually did. I felt alive!” This is not to suggest that her life has been rosy, as 

in the past seven years, Dorothy has faced a number of challenges. She had a heart attack, 

she seriously injured her back in a fall, and her youngest son was killed. At the time of 

our interview, she was recovering from spinal surgery. She describes her present 

condition:

I can now stand up straight. I may be an inch and a half shorter, but I move pretty 

good. I’m not in pain like I was. I still lose a little bit of balance, and I still have 

three numb toes and things like that, but gad, it’s nothing! I don’t have the 

stamina built up. It’ll take a year to get my stamina back, because I used to be 

very high-energy.

When I ask Dorothy if having health problems has changed her self-image, she replies, 

“No, not really.” She adds, “I slip in and out of depression when I have to sit and I can’t 

go anywhere,” but she says that friends visit, bring groceries, and/or provide respite care 

for her in care-giving to Mary Ellen. She expresses gratitude for her relationships with 

friends and family: “I’ve got a good support system around here, you know. You need 

friends and you need family.” Involvement with friends and family leads to three phone 

calls and a FedEx delivery during our interview.

When I ask Dorothy to characterize her late-midlife experience, she says, “It’s 

completely different than other people’s. It’s reversed. I feel more comfortable with 

myself ... than I did before.” She is aware that her attitude toward money and material 

belongings is unlike many people of her age, but she shares that, over the years, “I’ve lost
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a lot of stuff, and I just discovered stuff doesn’t matter.” She adds, “I just want enough 

money to pay the bills, and I don’t care about the rest.” Dorothy says she has practice at 

living on less, as her former husband was a minister, “so I lived on less most of my life.”

I ask Dorothy if she has encountered individuals or situations that made her feel 

that others perceive her as older than she feels. She responds, “No. People usually think 

I’m younger than I am. They don’t see me as almost 65.” She says she thinks it “has to do 

with my attitude, because I feel younger than I did when I was 4 0 .1 mean, I was in the 

middle of Hell when I was 40 and this is great! I’m free!”

Dorothy relates her affection for her sons and their families, while acknowledging 

the inevitable problems that arise within families due to differences in opinions and 

personalities. She shares that her interactive style has changed over the past 14 years: “I 

don’t confront people, but I’ll just say, ‘Hey! This is what I’ve seen; this is how I feel; 

don’t you think we ought to talk about it?’ I’m not going to play games anymore.” 

Dorothy credits her university studies in communication for her improved interactive 

skills, explaining: “I hated confrontations of any kind, and now I realize it’s not so much 

confrontation as learning how to communicate, and it makes a big difference.”

When Dorothy reflects on her life toward the end of her former marriage, she 

confides, “I felt like an old lady who just did what she was told.” After leaving her 

husband, she relates that she lived temporarily with one of her sons who wanted to take 

care of her: “Yeah, I wasn’t that old, but he wanted to take care of his mom ... and I 

didn’t want that.” This event preceded Dorothy’s decision to move to Alaska.
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We discuss the value of friendships and how unalike friends can be, while still 

cherishing their friendship. Dorothy shares her insight that what seems to matter is that 

“when it comes down to basics, we’re real close to alike, we value the same things ... 

there’s that down-to-earth-what’s-important thing.”

On the topic of relationships, Dorothy mentions that it is her choice “never to be 

involved with some guy again.” She confides that she has been married three times, and 

adds, “1 don’t trust my choices. I made bad choices.” She grants, “Now that I know 

myself, I probably wouldn’t make ... that kind of a bad choice again,” but observes that in 

15 years of being divorced, she has made discoveries about herself and relationships:

I don’t have the time now. Relationships are hard. I got enough hard relationships, 

and I’ve decided I don’t want somebody who wants to change me or wants me to 

be what they want me to be. I want to be myself, and I want to be loved fo r  me.

I suggest to Dorothy that her recognition that she does not trust her choices in certain 

relationships is actually a positive sign of knowing herself better. She responds, “Well, 

I’ve learned what I’m good at and what I’m not good at.”

Dorothy tells of an inspiring incident she experienced at age 39 while in the 

hospital recovering from a hysterectomy. She shared a room with two different patients, 

the first “a whiner.” “She wasn’t that old, but she complained about everything ... she 

whined for three days.” After the first patient was discharged, another moved in— a 

woman 84 years of age who had broken a hip. Dorothy relates, “This lady was incredible. 

[She was] 84 years old, and she had what I wanted. I wanted to be like her. She had a
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positive attitude.... I liked her attitude, and that was when I started trying to be more 

positive.”

Dorothy admits that while “being positive is very important to me,” she has to 

work at it since “it’s real easy to drag me down because I was drug down for a lot of 

years. I allowed it to happen.” Her feeling about allowing herself to get “upset about 

things” has changed over the years. She emphasizes, “Life’s too short.... I want my 

energy used to do things that give me joy.” She counts among her joyful pursuits 

spending time with her grandchildren and helping students. She relates that her goal “is to 

change somebody’s life; [to] give them the confidence to do earlier in life what I learned 

late in life.”

Dorothy uses words such as “freedom” and “choice” to describe the positive 

aspects of her present life stage. She acknowledges, “life isn’t easy,” but states, “You 

bend or you crack, and I’m not going to crack.” Her late-midlife self is projected, she 

says, “in my energy ... in my positive attitude.” She admits the reality of her age, saying, 

“You just can’t get around that,” but is firm when she states with a laugh, “So as far as 

I’m concerned, age is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

Reduction o f Research Interview with Dorothy

New life in late-midlife. Dorothy relates that when she was 52 years of age her 

“whole life changed,” she “woke up.” In her fifth decade of life, she ended her 20-year 

marriage, moved to Alaska, earned both a baccalaureate degree and a master’s degree, 

and entered the teaching profession. Through her positive experiences with 

independence, choice, and education, Dorothy says she became “a different person ...
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more confident.” Instead of feeling older with the passing years, she says she feels 

“younger ... alive ... more comfortable with myself.” So far as she is concerned, “age is 

the best thing that ever happened” to her.

Positive energy and self-confidence. At late-midlife, Dorothy has learned from 

past choices and experiences that “being positive is very important” to her. She channels 

her energy into “things that give me joy,” including helping family, friends, and students. 

One of her goals, she shares, is “to change somebody’s life; give them the confidence to 

do earlier in life what I learned late in life.” Her interactive style has changed, she says, 

from someone who “would always try to please,” no matter what the cost to herself, to 

someone who is self-confident enough to say, “This is what I’ve seen; this is how I feel; 

don’t you think we ought to talk about it?”

Relational choices. Dorothy is the survivor of three failed marriages, and says she 

wants “never to be involved with some guy again.” She admits her past “bad choices,” 

and assumes that now, given all she has learned, she “probably wouldn’t make that kind 

of a bad choice.” Still, she is frank in her assessment that “I don’t have the time now.” 

About a romantic relationship, she adds, “Relationships are hard.” At this point in her 

life, she has choices. She has learned to be comfortable with Self, and says, “I don’t want 

somebody who wants to change me or wants me to be what they want me to be. I want to 

be myself and I want to be loved fo r  me.”

Description o f Research Interview with Anna

Anna and I sit in the living room of her second-floor apartment. The room is 

bright and cheery, decorated with favorite belongings that she brought with her to have
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while attending the University. Among the furnishings are thriving houseplants that Anna 

brought with her from a coastal climate, a testimony to her care in their changed 

environment. The room seems full of positive energy.

Anna is a nontraditional student, having returned to the classroom a year ago at 

age 58 to work toward a master’s degree. She sits at the edge of her sofa with an 

expression of intellectual and personal interest that is both revealing and heartening. I 

have the impression that Anna approaches most of life this way.

Earlier this day, Anna called to warn me that, with any luck, our interview would 

be interrupted by the arrival of a plumber. Alas, her toilet is plugged. We laugh about 

how these things seem to occur at the worst times, but agree that an unplugged toilet is 

most important, and after all, life is full of interruptions. No big deal.

I remind her of the nature of my research interest, and ask if she would tell me 

about experiences she has had in late-midlife that have introduced or reinforced the 

notion that she is aging.

Anna tells me that one of the first thoughts that comes to mind when she 

considers her age is the reality of limited time: “I’ve become vividly aware that my time 

left on this earth is limited. That bothers me because there’s so much more I want to do.” 

She says she is “not really super-sensitive” about being 59 years of age, but she does not 

like to think about the years of life she may have left: “I don’t want to think about that; 

that bothers me.”

Another aspect of aging that “bothers” Anna is physical change. Speaking of 

physical appearance, she refers to late-life photographs of Norman Vaughan, whom she
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admires for his lifetime achievements, and observes, “He still looked robust, but he was 

just older.” With this in mind, Anna wonders aloud:

At what age do we— whatever the way we look physically—do we really capture 

who we are? There isn’t one. I mean, is it supposed to be “Young is the best,” and 

then you just happen to be going downhill from there? Or is young the preparation 

to get up to the very best?

Because my opening interview question included the term late-midlife, Anna 

focuses momentarily on the use of life-stage categories and comments, “I don’t think of 

myself in a category, I really don’t. I never liked the term middle-aged.” She 

acknowledges that the use of categories helps identify population groups, but says, 

somewhat in disbelief, “I still can’t believe I’m just a year short of 60!” Throughout our 

interview, as the word aging is mentioned, I hear Anna muttering, “I don’t like that 

word,” which makes us laugh.

During her life, Anna states, “I have learned so much,” and because of what she 

has learned through living, she refers to growing older as “the process of accumulating 

more years of learning.” She says she feels “astounded” at how much there is to learn, 

adding “if anything has kept me young ... that’s it, and always wanting to learn more.” 

Anna’s past is dotted with good choices and bad choices, as are all of our pasts, 

but she relates that she has learned “the value of hindsight”—of not discarding past 

experience as though it does not matter. Instead, she says, “I like to think that 

understanding my past helps me understand my present, so it can help me better prepare 

for the future.” She says she appreciates the present more these days: “Every moment
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now I appreciate very much, and I’m finding I’m getting more out of them that really 

helps my next moment be better, so appreciation o f time: that’s a theme.”

Speaking of the tendency for people to draw on stereotypes when categorizing 

older individuals, Anna says, “I’m doing whatever I can to free myself from worrying 

what other people may think about what I am or am not doing.” She is referring to 

choices she has made in her life, including the one to quit her job and return to college to 

work toward a master’s degree—choices that some, including family members, have 

questioned because of her age. Humans base their choices on what they know about 

themselves and their past experiences, and often, this is strictly personal information— 

not available to others. Anna says that one of the “most valuable lessons” she has learned 

in life is that “there are things you cannot know unless you’ve lived them.” She says she 

is “so grateful” for this understanding, that she would wish to be age 32 again “only if I 

had all the knowledge that I have now.'''

At this point in the interview, the long-awaited plumber arrives, and Anna and I 

move to her porch for about 45 minutes to chat and enjoy the fresh air and her summer 

flowers. After the plumber leaves, we return to the living room. I mention that she must 

have spent considerable time thinking about her future before deciding to leave her job 

and community to return to college as a full-time graduate student. I ask about her lived 

experience between the ages of 50 and 58, and what led her to make such a decision.

Anna explains that up until five years ago, she was “a practicing alcoholic for 

many years ... [and] missed out on a lot of the things that most people would have done.” 

She says that when she “finally recovered out of that Hell,” she realized that she wanted
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to help others recover from alcoholism too, and knew that a master’s degree would 

improve her qualifications to counsel others.

There are advantages to getting older, Anna explains:

One thing that aging does—getting older— if you’re paying attention, you really 

can see, you look back and see how things worked, which young people don’t 

have .... [They] have not had as many life experiences and in the quantity as I 

have because I’ve been here three times as many years.... You cannot deny that. 

Reflecting on her past and her decision to help others recover from alcoholism, 

Anna says, “I realized more and more again, this is what God wanted me to do all this 

time. This is what it took for me to get here.” In this frame of mind, Anna takes a positive 

approach to her past, saying she finds “very little in my life that I really regret.”

In speaking of past life experiences, Anna shares an event that she says “really 

bothered” her. Several years ago, she met a man and agreed to go on a date with him. 

While on their “one and only date,” Anna recalls that she became aware of “dating” 

herself during their conversation. Age had not been a topic of discussion, but she knew 

the man was 15 years younger than she. Anna shares that their evening “ended fine,” and 

they agreed to another date, but on the night it was to occur, he failed to show up. When 

they next talked, Anna asked why he did not keep their date and, as she explains, “He 

actually said as nicely as he could (because I think he put two and two together and 

realized ... I was 15 years older), ‘Well, don’t you think now that maybe our age 

difference might make a difference down the road?’” Anna describes her reaction to his 

observation:
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That really, really got to me, because all the men I’ve ever dated or gone with, 

they’ve always been younger. But that comment really hurt, and that’s one time 

when I felt like, when it really became obvious to me, like—yeah.

Anna grows quiet, reflecting on the incident, but then states with a bit of mischief in her 

voice, “But to tell you the truth, I actually thought the same thing. I thought, ‘Well, h e’s 

too young for me.’” She says she actually made this determination while on their date, 

over which she exclaims, “He took me to a movie that was a full-length cartoon! And I 

was bored to death with it!” She says she surmised from their date, “He definitely was 

not going to be the kind of guy I would want. ... Going to this really dorky cartoon, and ... 

laughing at all this stuff. Ahhkk!” Anna admits to enjoying a good family cartoon, “but 

not on your first date!” She shares her varying sentiments about the prospect of dating 

men both younger and older than she is. Then, embarrassed by what she has revealed, 

Anna gasps, “I don’t believe I  said that! ” and we both laugh at the endless considerations 

of late-life dating.

With a change in mood, Anna discloses seriously, “The only thing that disturbs 

me is that I still want to find a love in my life, and I don’t have that.” She reports that she 

has been engaged over the years, but has never married, adding she does not want to 

marry “just to say I got married.” Anna shares that she wants “to have that one family 

life,” and holds a “positive hope and feeling of faith about finding a man’s love.”

Anna has known love and she has known loss. Her fiance was killed when she 

was 19, and her “dearest friend” committed suicide while they were young adults. While 

in her late 30s and “a heavy drinker,” Anna terminated her pregnancy at the
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encouragement of the father, “a cocaine addict.” She says she sensed at the time that, had 

she carried the baby to term, she would have produced a child “deformed [and] so 

deprived.” Four years later, she reports, she unexpectedly “went through a very peaceful” 

menopause. Anna says she remembers thinking at the time, “W ell... yeah. Now I’ll never 

have any of the children I thought I would have. No. That’s a done deal.” Years later, 

recovering from alcoholism, Anna learned from a counselor about the effects of alcohol 

and drugs on a developing embryo, and shares that she “felt a load of guilt lifted” for her 

choice to end her pregnancy. As Anna relates this story to me, her voice is tearful with 

sadness, and I ponder the sorrow of harsh realities.

Anna is philosophical about her life today, saying “All I know is that I really am 

happy with what I’m doing, and I have to accept that fact that I don’t have all that much 

time left, but once I’ve accepted it, I’m done with it, and I can go on.”

I comment that, given her background as described, it is as if the last four or five 

years have been like a new life, to which Anna responds, “Definitely, and I was aware of 

that and knew that. I deliberately did that.” She adds, “I couldn’t have been in a spot to 

do this 10 years ago. I wasn’t ready to do this.”

At this point in our conversation, the word aging is mentioned again, and Anna 

mutters her dislike for the word. When I ask her why she does not like the term, she 

offers that it has “a negative connotation,” and adds:

I think that, basically, what we’re coming down to ... is that humankind’s worst 

enemy is his [sic] own self when you start putting limits on, “Well, at this age,
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you’re suppose to be doing this; at this age, you’re suppose to be doing that.” I 

will clean this up for you: Hogwash, my dear!

I mention a sense of control over choices that seems to be so important throughout 

life and how sometimes health issues prevent us from making certain preferred choices. 

Anna offers that she will be having foot surgery in a week, her third corrective surgery, 

for a “genetic deformity” that expresses itself most noticeably at midlife. She recounts the 

changes it has made in her life:

I can’t run anymore. (I used to jog all the time.) I can’t jump at all. I just 

physically cannot.... so I had to accept this five years ago. I can’t wear pretty 

shoes anymore. I can’t dress up like, w e ll... I have to find some ways to do 

something with shoes.

Still on the topic of her feet, Anna references the Serenity Prayer. She says she has 

“reworked” it: “Once you can acknowledge and accept that you can’t have control over 

everything, you’re more likely to really have control over the things that you c an .... I had 

to accept the fact that my feet are never going to be the same again—ever.”

1 ask Anna about a comment she made earlier in our interview, when she said, “I 

am seeing and just now learning to embrace my own evolution.” She adds that she found 

reference to that expression in a note she made to herself a couple of years ago. She 

retrieves the note from a book and hands it to me to read: “Ever since 2003, it’s been a 

new ballgame for you. Basically, you’re reinventing yourself. Now you’re trying to 

figure out what really matters in life.” Anna agrees that her words suggest appraisal and 

reappraisal of her life.
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In late-midlife Anna practices honesty, saying, “You have to be honest with 

yourself... above everything else. You’ve got to do that.” She adds, “Any little thing that 

I do, I make sure I do it as totally well as I can; do the best job; be very conscientious; 

and then be willing ... to let my opinions change.”

When I ask Anna if there is anything she would like to add to our discussion on 

late-midlife aging, she is thoughtful. She recounts what she has accomplished in the past 

10 years and the obstacles she has had to overcome to get this far in life, and says:

When I think about what I have accomplished and I think about aging? If this is 

what aging gets you, it’s pretty darn good, and it has made me two things 

simultaneously: An infinite, incredible amount of gratitude and humility that is 

coupled with such a sense of honest self-pride and belief in the human spirit. 

Continuing with her thoughts, Anna says quietly, “I really want to find someone to love, 

and I’ve not had ... the opportunity.” She says she thinks it will happen, and adds, “I think 

that’s the only thing that I ... worry about with ‘time you have lived, compared with time 

you have left to live.’ Can I still find someone to love?”

After a moment, Anna’s positive attitude reinstates itself and she says brightly 

about her present life, “I have learned how to laugh a lot and learn a lot. If I had to weigh 

this, the value of learning honest pride and humility, how to laugh, and how to value, 

against knowing I had 15 more years to live, I’d take the former any day.”

Reflecting on her successes and failures, Anna adds one last thought:

Failing is not the end of life .... People are so afraid to take risk because the fear 

of failure is just overriding all the good stuff that could come out, so that is the
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plus of accumulating more years of learning on this planet. That’s my definition of 

aging: Accumulating more years of living on the planet Earth.

Reduction o f Research Interview with Anna

Appreciation o f time. In late-midlife Anna says she has “become vividly aware” 

that the time she has left in life “is limited.” The reality of less time “bothers” her, she 

relates, because “there’s so much more I want to do.” Anna lives her present life with a 

perspective unlike when she was a young adult, in that “I really appreciate time a lot 

better, and every moment does seem to count.”

The value o f hindsight. Anna says that aging improves perspective, in that “you 

really can see, you look back and see how things worked.” Her past of alcohol addiction 

and recovery “from that Hell” provides her with an understanding that she hopes will 

equip her to “help other people not go through it.” Anna’s hindsight, she says, helps her 

as well: “Understanding my past helps me understand my present, so it can help me better 

prepare for the future.”

Aging is learning and learning keeps us young. For Anna, growing older is “the 

process of accumulating more years of learning.” She says she has “learned so much” 

during her lifetime and feels “astounded” at how much there is to learn. At the same time 

that aging is about learning, Anna declares, “if anything has kept me young, that’s it, and 

always wanting to learn more.”

Aging in the eyes o f others. Anna reveals an incident in interaction with a younger 

man when the reality that she was aging “really became obvious.” While on a date 

together, and based on information Anna had shared about herself, the man determined
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her age. He did not keep their next date, telling Anna that he thought their age difference 

would “make a difference down the road.” Having mostly dated younger men, Anna 

found this observation a revealing comment on her age. She confides, “That really got to 

me.

Embracing the evolution o f self. Anna takes a positive approach to her past, and 

even though she says there is “very little in my life that I really regret,” she also admits 

that she “missed out on a lot of the things that most people would have done.” In late- 

midlife she shares that she is “seeing and just now learning to embrace my own 

evolution.” When she thinks of all she has accomplished since her early 50s, and then 

thinks of herself as an aging individual, she says, “If this is what aging gets you, it’s 

pretty darn good.”

Description o f Research Interview with Rosa

Rosa and I sit adjacent to each other at a table in a sunny corner of her cabin. Her 

dog and another she is “dog sitting” are lying companionably on the floor beside us. The 

home has a feeling of peace and calm. A retired teacher, Rosa is 67 years of age, the 

mother of two grown sons, and a grandmother. Five years ago, she decided to move to a 

new community to live closer to her son and his family. Her late-midlife years have been 

adventurous with her move to Alaska and her building a cabin and carving out a large, 

productive garden from her forested land.

I remind Rosa of my research topic and my interest in knowing more about her 

lived experience in late-midlife. When I ask how her life has changed since age 50, she 

laughs and quotes the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning: “Let me count the ways!” I share
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with Rosa some of my own observations and some of what I have learned in talking to 

others. She grows more thoughtful and says:

I suppose the older I get, the more I believe or feel that as we age, we retire, we 

often slow down for whatever reasons. There’s a reason for th is .... I think that the 

purpose of aging is for us to come into ourselves and to learn who we are, and I 

think before that, we’re too busy.

She refers to late-midlife realities, such as loss of good health or job or loved 

ones, and says, “These things can knock us off our feet, but perhaps that’s the place we 

need to be at that time for whatever reason.”

Describing her own physical condition, Rosa says, “I don’t have many health 

problems, and I have a lot of energy, and I am still able to do things that I choose to do.” 

Then she adds, “But what I find myself choosing to do is slow down, to be more mindful, 

and to spend more quiet time.”

Rosa expresses curiosity at people who choose to work full time until their 70s, 

and speculates, “Sometimes you do things out of fear of the unknown, fear of change.” 

For herself, Rosa says, “What I’m trying to do in my life is to eliminate as much fear as I 

can by just going through it, whatever it is, and be able to just accept it.”

Her “greatest opportunity” in the last four years, Rosa shares, is becoming more 

familiar with Buddhist thought. She says that it has helped her to discover that “we can 

know ourselves on a level that is so deep that we’re not ourselves anymore. ... It’s bigger 

than Self.” She admits that her choice of words may not be the best description for what 

she has learned, so clarifies the direction she has found:
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If we can get to that point where we feel at peace, then we just walk in peace.

W e’re aware that we’re doing that. That, I think is the great opportunity of aging.

And we cannot do it when we’re busy. It’s impossible.

I tell Rosa that I understand what she means about being so busy that we miss 

signals our bodies are sending us. I describe the problem I had of continual and repeated 

hotflashes earlier in menopause. I relate that they caused “interruption after interruption’’ 

in my days. It took months before it dawned on me that I may want to look for deeper 

meaning in the experience, such as “Maybe, maybe, this is supposed to disrupt me 

enough so that I will stop and think about what I’m doing [in my life].” When I finally 

made the connection, I recalled my wonder that it took thousands of hotflashes to get my 

attention. Rosa exclaims, “Yes! Yes! And insights, see an insight can only come when 

we’re stopped.”

Rosa is an educator, having taught “everything from infants through adult 

education.” Of her profession, she states, “I love to teach, and it doesn’t really matter 

what level because it’s so easy to fall in love with a learner.” I ask her why she retired at 

age 60, a detail she shared with me earlier. Rosa discloses that when she was in her late 

50s, she developed cancer, requiring a hysterectomy and subsequent treatments. During 

this time and with the support of the school principal, Rosa was permitted a reduced- 

hours work arrangement through team-teaching. Midway through her recovery, the 

supportive principal relocated, and was replaced by a “very difficult principal,” who did 

not support the concept of team-teaching. At that point, Rosa reports:
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With the illness, the lack of support, and the inability to teach—because I could 

already tell I was running out of energy— I knew inside of me that I could no 

longer have that stress. I mean, you know, it was just, you know it. It’s not up here 

you know it [pointing to her head]. You just, you hit the wall.

Rosa says that it was during this time that she embarked on a three-month road 

trip with her dog. They visited national parks and camped out in her tent. She describes 

the experience:

That was probably the beginning of this journey for me as far as just having all 

this time in the world to contemplate, to just b e .... It was just what I needed ... to 

not be around anyone I knew ... to be able to make choices on my own ... and 

that’s when I began learning how to honor ... listening to myself.

One of the insights Rosa recalls gaining while traveling was related to self

responsibility. She recalls that she had been living alone for 20 years and felt responsible 

for herself, “but I didn’t have an inkling of what it really meant to be responsible for 

myself, my thoughts, my actions, everything.” Alone and with more time to think, she 

says her understanding of the concept of self-responsibility grew, “not in a punitive way, 

but in this wondrous freedom.” She adds:

These are the things that I have time [for] now. I mean I read and I read and I read 

and I read, non-fiction, and it’s not the self-help that I knew as a younger person. 

It’s the in-depth understanding of myself that I couldn’t have understood before 

because it wouldn’t have made sense, and it wouldn’t have been interesting, and 

that’s fascinating. And aging to me is fascinating. I have no problems with the
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word aging, meaning maturing as opposed to just getting older, and coming into 

ourselves.

Rosa was invited by her son and daughter-in-law to move to the community 

where they live, and to housesit for them while they were away for a year. She agreed to 

try it. Relocating did not concern her, as she was used to frequent moves: “I moved all 

my life [and] ... made new friends all my life. That’s what I had known.” Thus, when she 

relocated, she says she was “surprised ... just to my depths” at how difficult she found it 

to join social groups in that first year. Rosa relates, “The social part just never coalesced.” 

Though there could be numerous explanations for this experience, Rosa offers this one: “I 

think when you move into a community where people have been there a long time, and 

not been part of the population that changes places, they’re secure and they’re full. Their 

social systems are full.” Rosa adds that being retired from her profession was not a social 

advantage:

I was surprised at how difficult it was to feel a part of the community, a vital part. 

You know, before I’d always had my job, and so I’d become a vital person. A 

teacher is a vital person in a community, and so this was the first move I ever 

made after retirement, and it was like, “Who am I? ”

Rosa was unemployed, and voices her opinion that, by U.S. societal standards, an 

unemployed person is “pretty much a nobody.”

Rosa found social group membership in two national organizations that have 

branches in her new location, and says she enjoys the “collegial interactions and 

enjoyment of people doing alike things.” She shares that she has “no trouble having
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acquaintances; it’s the deep, meaningful relationships that are difficult.” In the five years 

she has lived here, Rosa reports that she has one “pretty close friend,” but that individual 

is often away, visiting friends and family in the Lower 48. She mentions the “movement 

as people get older,” either from the community or into the community, so that they can 

be closer to family, or “opt for an easier lifestyle” in a location where the climate is more 

moderate. Rosa relates that travel among older people makes it “hard to have ... deep 

friendships,” and refers to her one close friend in town who often travels Outside.

Rosa lived in her last location for 14 years, the longest she had ever lived 

anywhere, and she left behind many friends. Another son and his family live in another 

state, as does her best friend. Referring to “depth of relationship,” Rosa explains, “It’s 

that knowing. When a person knows you, and you don’t have to say, ‘Ah, well the reason 

that this is because this, this, this.’ It’s like ... I say something, she says, ‘Yeah, I know.’ 

You know." With her best friend, she says, “Sometimes you call each other in the middle 

of the night. It’s like, ‘Rosa, I can’t sleep.’ [and I say] ‘Ah, let’s talks about it.’” We 

agree that long-distance calling cards are a bargain, and Rosa exclaims, “We talk 

sometimes for an hour!”

Rosa is writing a book about her experiences— in longhand! We share sentiments 

about computers, and she reveals, “Computers and I do not get along.” We concur that 

there ought to be a simple computer that offers only email and word processing capability 

and leaves out all the “other stuff,” as Rosa calls it. She says it is her opinion that such a 

computer will never be available because “that’s not where the interest is, you know. The
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interest is new things and the faster  things and the more things.” She adds, “Our culture 

doesn’t understand. W e’ve long given up sustainability and simplicity.”

Rosa mentions a book entitled Resilience, an inquiry into what it is “that allows 

some people to just do well in life no matter what.” She says about the concept of 

resilience:

It’s something ... that we used to realize the value of, and we’ve forgotten about 

these things that have such good, deep, healthy meaning in a cultural sort of, you 

know. They’re not facts, not easily defined, so our culture tends to sort of negate 

or not endorse that type of learning.

Rosa shares that her mother died recently, as did a couple of other individuals 

with whom she was close, and one of the effects of their deaths is that she feels “old-ish.” 

Relating her loss to resiliency, she says, “No matter how resilient you are, there’s an 

attrition when something emotional happens.” She adds:

All I know to do right now is to ju s t ... honor this fatigue that I feel and just let it 

be, you know. If I hit the wall, I lay down and sleep, and it isn’t like me— as I’ve 

known me before—b u t... we’re plastic, even though some of us want to be just 

fixed and straight, we’re plastic, and we’re a different person after each 

experience. And so even though this fatigue isn’t like me, it’s part of what is 

happening to me now, and I know ... I will have different attributes after this is all 

over.

Rosa mentions that she has taught courses on the concept of Conscious Aging 

“because the whole topic just fascinates me.” She comments, “You see, most people ...
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they don’t want to think of aging, and so it just happens, and then you die. It’s like, ‘Oh. 

Okay.’” Speaking of her love of teaching, she says, “My passion is helping people learn 

and ... it doesn’t matter what ages they are.”

Rosa has taught for over 40 years, but as a young adult deciding on a profession, 

the one thing she was certain about, she says, was that she did not want to be a teacher: “I 

knew that as strongly as I knew anything.” It was the birth of her first child and watching 

him develop that stimulated her interest in how humans learn. She recalls her 

astonishment at her son’s development: “Oh my gosh! How does this happen? How does 

this work?” As much as Rosa enjoyed teaching children, she admits, “In public 

education, teaching is just sometimes a minor part of what you do; that’s not all it is. And 

so now I teach. I don’t have to discipline.”

Though officially retired, Rosa continues teaching English as a second language 

to adults. Within the past year, she considered teaching with the Peace Corps and even 

submitted her application to the organization, but then her mother died. The Peace Corps 

has a policy of pulling applications for a year, to give applicants time to recover from the 

loss of a loved one, so Rosa’s application will be pending for several more months.

Since the death of her mother, Rosa has reconsidered the prospect of separation 

from her family for the Peace Corps’ required two-year period. Pondering mortality, she 

shares:

You know all this is going to happen, but your knowing is usually intellectual, and 

then when it actually occurs, the knowing is more in the heart or spiritual
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understanding, and [now] I’m not sure I want to leave those two grandchildren for 

two years.

She relates that, though 25 years younger than her mother, her thoughts since her 

mother’s death are on “the tenuousness of life.” She describes it not as fear, but rather as 

an inner dialogue: “Well, this could be the last year. ‘Yeah, and what do you want to do 

with it?” ’ Rosa explains, “It’s not like there’s rights and wrongs; it’s ju s t ... what is the 

wisest choice ... It’s just a blessing I have a year to think about it.” I comment that 

perhaps it is a gift from her mom, and Rosa sighs deeply and says:

Oh, my mom has given me more gifts. You know, with her dying, I’m able to see 

the gifts; that’s what it is. I mean ... talk about insights. The insights are just 

flowing in. I have to journal to even remember them ... and meditating, you know, 

meditating and just being quiet. Being quiet.

In grieving for the loss of her mother, Rosa confides, “The strangest thing is the lack of 

need for people.” She explains that she has always been “a people person” but:

In this grieving period, I’m alone. I’m pretty much alone. My kids are gone and 

friends are gone, but that’s just the way it should be. It’s just, I mean, I sometimes 

wish I weren’t as alone as I am, but most of the time I’m so thankful to be alone. 

It takes too much energy ... for much outgoing.

Rosa raises the topic of depression, saying that she thinks there is a concept with 

depression that “needs to change. ... There’s a reason for depression often.” Pointing out 

that “there’s a difference between clinical depression and situational depression” and that 

it is important to know the difference, she offers her own situation as an example of
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depression in grieving: “I can dance on the way to the garden, and get there and just cry 

my eyes out. This is what I’m talking about.” Rosa states, “I just think that we say 

‘Depression is bad.’ What I’m learning is there are times for depression.” She 

recommends a book entitled A Circle o f Stones, and how it speaks of depression as a 

friend.

Rosa refers to studies on aging as “an un-trailed pathway,” and I ask if she feels 

as though she is doing more trailblazing in late-midlife than she did in youth. She 

responds, “Oh yeah,” and adds:

W e’re living longer now. ... Our society has never given much credence to the 

wisdom of elders. ... It’s been pretty much, you know, hope that you don’t ever 

get there. ... This is a youth-oriented culture we’re in, so this is pretty much a 

form of trailblazing, and the trails are diverging all over the place, and what we’re 

finding is there’s no one way to age.

Rosa tells me, “I have always been non-mainstream ... so stereotypes tended not 

to be able to be created real hard in me.” She also shares that she is taking a class in 

which “spiritual growth is the whole idea,” and she is learning the concept of “life ... in 

paradox.” She explains the concept, pointing out that as children, we are taught to think 

moralistically in terms of “black and white ... good and bad ... right or wrong.” A mature 

person, Rosa relates, sees that “there’s all these areas of gray, and all of us are 

somewhere along this spectrum.” Thus, in terms of stereotypes, Rosa says:

You see, I don’t have stereotypic ideas too much because if you understand 

paradox, it just knocks down these barriers, because, you know, I’m good about
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some things, I’m bad about some things, I make wise choices, I make incredibly 

unwise choices at times, and this is all who I am. I am not a th ing .... [We need to] 

realize that the whole person is an incredible mixture of everything.

I ask Rosa if she will describe a particular experience or two that prompted her 

thoughts about Self as aging, and she responds, “Well, probably [it] was the illness and 

the retirement.” She then shares her approach to the life stage she is in:

There’s been something in me always that wanted to know [things], and so 

whatever was in front of me is what I was interested in . ... Presence. That’s what 

it is. It’s presence. It’s being with the moment that I’m in. Well, now I’m in the 

moment of aging, and I’ve never been here before, so it’s fascinating.

Then, laughing, Rosa shares more inner dialogue: “Well, don’t you want to know about 

this? I know you’re not there yet, but you should know about this!”

Reduction o f Research Interview with Rosa

Time fo r  thought and learning who we are. At age 67, Rosa finds herself 

“choosing to slow down.” Though she stays involved socially and even professionally on 

a part-time, occasional basis, she still is “more mindful” and spends “more quiet time.” 

She points out that people tend to slow down with age, and posits, “There’s a reason for 

this ... I think that the purpose of aging is for us to come into ourselves and to learn who 

we are, and I think before that, we’re too busy.”

Self-identity challenge. Rosa retired from a 30-year teaching career, and moved to 

a new community in which she had no history. Retirement alone, Rosa admits, would 

have been “hard enough,” but to have combined it with a change in community made her
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new life outside a profession more difficult. She says she discovered without her 

employment “how difficult it was to feel a part of the community, a vital part.” In the 

past when she had changed locations, Rosa relates, “I’d always had my job [as a school 

teacher], and so I’d become a vital person. A teacher is a vital person in a community.” 

Without confirmation of her professional identity and without a community that knows 

who she is and what she has done, Rosa finds herself wondering, “Who am I? ”

Value o f in-depth friendships. After five years in a new community, Rosa reveals 

that she has “one pretty close friend, but she’s often gone.” Rosa has discovered in late- 

midlife that “building a depth relationship with people ... just takes a long time,” and 

older people often leave their community for extended periods to visit family elsewhere 

or escape winter’s cold. Rosa enjoys a “depth relationship” with her best friend who lives 

in Oregon. She shares what is special about this friendship, saying, “It’s that knowing. 

When a person knows you.” Rosa says that she and her friend will call “in the middle of 

the night,” if necessary, and talk “for an hour.”

Being and learning in the moment. Rosa expresses her interest in “ being with the 

moment that I’m in,” and at present she says, “I’m in the moment of aging.” She 

approaches aging as a learner: “That’s to me what life’s all about is you’re learning, and 

then comes this wondrous culmination, where you can make use of all this stuff that 

you’ve learned.” Rosa says that illness and retirement and the recent deaths of significant 

others, including her mother, have introduced thoughts of Self as aging, making her feel 

“old-ish.” Recently Rosa feels fatigue over the loss from deaths, but says she has learned 

that when problems “knock us off our feet,” it is because “perhaps that’s the place we
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need to be.” She explains that through lived experience, she has learned that she should 

“honor [her] fatigue ... and just let it be,” because “even though fatigue isn’t like me, it’s 

part of what’s happening to me now.”

Description o f Research Interview with Helen

Helen sits on one side of her desk, and I the on the other. We are in her office at 

the business she owns, and the door is closed for privacy. I have never met Helen before, 

and the setting seems formal and businesslike, but it is her choice of location for our 

interview. As I look around me, I relax at the sight of familiar office clutter, office 

equipment, and organized stacks of documents. This is Helen’s workplace, and she seems 

comfortable here.

Helen is a former educator, local businesswoman, mother, and grandmother. She 

soon will be 65 years of age and lives alone, having divorced 15 years ago.

I remind Helen of my research topic, and we talk briefly about it. When I ask her 

how she would characterize this time of her life, she responds, “Well it’s much more 

relaxed than earlier years.”

Helen recalls her younger adult years, first as a university student, while also 

employed in order to afford tuition; then as a teacher, working long hours; and eventually 

as a wife and mother, trying to teach and manage a family. She stopped teaching early in 

motherhood, as she was unable to give her job “that same all.” Discovering she was not 

content as “a stay-at-home mother,” Helen “got involved in business” and pursued that 

interest while “still doing the family thing and all that went with it.” By the time Helen 

was in her early 50s, her children had left home and she was divorced. At late-midlife,
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Helen observes, “My life is just much more relaxed, so I have not minded getting older at 

all.”

Though she does not mind getting older, Helen reflects on some less positive 

aspects to aging:

When I want to do something in particular, I may miss the energy that I used to 

have. I also don’t particularly like the fact that when I get up in the morning, if 

I’ve done anything the day before that I don’t do every single day, you know, I 

have aches and pains, my knees hurt or my elbow hurts.

Wanting to clarify her comment about aches and pains, Helen elaborates:

I’m not saying that I have aches and pains every single d ay .... It doesn’t take 

much is the thing. I used to be able to work out in the garden all day long, go 

dancing that night, and get up the next morning, and go to work and not feel 

anything different. That doesn’t happen anymore.

Helen considers her last comments and adds that there is another aspect to late- 

midlife experience that she has noticed in recent years. Not sure whether to attribute it to 

“hormonal changes, experiences in life, or whatever,” Helen observes that aside from 

visiting a friend to watch a movie or fix dinner together, she rarely goes out in the 

evening: “I don’t want to do the same things that I used to d o .... I’m just not interested in 

going out.” Helen mentions that one of the ways she has changed is in what she chooses 

to do or not do. As an example, she says she does not like to socialize with large groups 

of people, but earlier in life, she “used to tolerate it and do it because that was expected 

socially.” She states, “I don’t choose to do that anymore.”
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Recalling a period after her divorce, Helen says she continued doing the same 

things she and her husband had done together socially “because I didn’t want the fact of 

the divorce to change my lifestyle.” Then she discovered “that a lot of things I did, I did 

not because I particularly liked them, but they just fit the social schedule that we as a 

couple had.”

Helen muses about aging and comments:

It’s interesting. I’ve always said that I don’t mind getting old, [but] I do mind the 

little, I call them “brain farts” ... going to say someone’s name, and it’s not there, 

or trying to think of the word that it’s something that I know, and I just can’t find 

it. I can—eventually it will come back to me—but there are a lot of thinking 

things that are not just [snaps her fingers].... But when I was going to university 

or when I was teaching, you know, those things were there without ever having to 

think.

Continuing with her thoughts on growing older, Helen states, “I would say that 

getting older has brought social change and it’s brought physical changes.” She says she 

thinks that some of the social changes are related to changes in hormone levels because 

“well, quite honestly, for instance, I’m just not interested in men and sex at this point in 

my life.” Helen observes:

When you were younger and you walked into a room, whether you were walking 

in with your husband, you would look around and you would find attractive 

males, not that you had any intention of doing anything about it, but you would 

just notice, and now it’s not really part of what I do when I walk into a room.
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She reports that she has experienced parenting, and she has experienced marriage to “a 

controlling partner”— a relationship she was “happy to leave.” At this point in her life, 

she says, “I really have no interest in anybody else being able to tell me what to do with 

my time, my energy, or my money.” She laughs, adding, “I don’t know what came first, 

the lack of estrogen or the [more laughter], you know. I’m out of a relationship th a t... 

just wasn’t very happy.”

Helen and I discuss how events in a woman’s life can occur concurrently with 

menopause, such as children leaving home, changes in attitude and tolerance levels, and 

adjustments we make in what we admire about others, particularly men. Helen observes: 

But I will say that also along the way, on that same topic of walking into a room, 

you know, when you’re younger, if you’re fairly attractive, you walk into the 

room and you know that there is that interest. As you get say, to 55-60, sometimes 

you walk into a room and it’s like— you’re invisible. If you don’t already know 

someone, it’s like you just, you have to work at making the connection, in 

generating interest through common interests or whatever, because there isn’t the 

same, I don’t know whether it’s a biological pheromone-type thing, or what it is. 

We discuss the reality of mutual lack of interest, not just that males may not be interested 

in older females, and Helen adds, “but I think what I am trying to express is that I felt this 

lack of interest from the men, this being invisible, it started happening at about 55.” She 

explains that since then, she has “gotten to the point where I’m not really interested 

anyway. And I’m not sure which influences which, but there comes a point when you do, 

you kind of become an invisible person in a lot of social situations.”
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I share with Helen that I first noticed a growing sense of invisibility in my early 

50s when in the company of my daughters, who were then in their early 20s and late 

teens. I noticed that if males were looking our way, they were looking at my daughters. 

For me, the experience was two-fold: a realization that I had become less noticeable and 

the recognition that I was more self-aware than I previously understood. As for aging, it 

was one of those moments of “Oh. Oh! 1 get it. I’m beginning to get it”— the realization 

that male-female interest is not directed toward the older female.

Helen admits that she has had similar experiences, and tells me about a time 10 

years ago, when she and her step-daughter would go places together (they were 55 and 

40, respectively):

She was working for me, and you go someplace, and you’re introducing 

yourselves, and there are several men or even one, it didn’t matter whether they 

were 20 or 60. It’s like all of their attention was towards her, and ... you just, you 

feel like you’re kind of invisible.

Contemplating male-female relationships, Helen discloses a romantic 

involvement after her divorce that eventually turned into simply friendship with frequent 

contact. At the end of the romantic stage of the relationship, Helen describes:

I ended up ending it just because it was too much trouble. I didn’t want his dirty 

socks left in my house for me to wash, and I didn’t want him just popping in 

whenever he thought it was convenient. You know, it was like, “No, I don’t want 

to do this! ”
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She depicts her choice as “empowering,” and relates her realization “that it was just fine 

to just, to have men friends.”

I mention to Helen that some women express a sense of social invisibility after 

retirement, when they are no longer recognized professionally and lose contact with 

workplace friends. Helen relates that her present work schedule feels like retirement 

because she is working fewer hours each week, but she is still deeply involved in her 

business and sees others daily. She concedes, however, “I can certainly see where that 

would happen if I took myself out of this business.” Helen tells me that, though she has 

children who live in town, they see each other perhaps only once a month and “might talk 

on the phone” once a week. As she phrases the situation, “They have their own lives. 

They’re doing their own thing.” Helen says she has a couple of friends with whom she 

talks on the phone “probably every other day,” and adds, “It would be very easy to be 

isolated as you get older if you don’t make an effort not to.”

Helen reveals that “for the first time” in her life, she recently joined an organized 

religion where she has met individuals with whom she is “more or less like-minded.” She 

says she joined because “I thought I needed more of an involvement in the community. 

It’s just healthier for me to have somewhere to go and something to do.” She adds:

I can see where, as a woman gets older and maybe because, you know, family is 

busy doing other things, you need to find a club or a religious organization or 

something, or a volunteer situation so that you are connected, because you could 

sit at home and ... become very disconnected I think.
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I ask Helen about relationships that are important to her in late-midlife, and she 

replies, “a combination, actually, of family and friends.” She says she stays in close 

contact with one male and one female friend: “If we don’t talk every other day, I get 

concerned.”

I mention to Helen that I have noticed in my elderly parents that having a sense of 

control over their lives is very important to them. I observe that, given all she has said in 

our interview, it appears she has control in her life, to which she responds, “I do and I 

guard it very carefully.”

We touch on the topic of slowing down in late-midlife, and Helen observes,

“Well, there’s less pressure to be successful. There’s more contentment with things the 

way they are. I have a house that I really like that’s not a fancy house, but it’s very 

comfortable. I have a couple of dogs for company in the evening. I have friends.” She 

shares that she enjoys going to movies and plays with friends, “but it’s harder and harder 

to get motivated to do anything late in the evening. If I go home, I don’t leave.”

I ask Helen to tell me about any event that introduced a sense that she is aging. 

She recalls an event that occurred not long after her divorce at age 48. Beginning her 

story with background, Helen explains that, for financial reasons, she and her ex-husband 

had remained unhappily together for years before they divorced. She continues:

I got divorced ... and my immediate reaction was ... I turned right around and 

found a, quote, boyfriend— somebody who was younger than me, but that was 

just a very nice person, and we went together for a couple of years. He was 

actually enough younger that he really wanted a family; he didn’t have one yet.



Their romantic relationship ended over this difference in life-stage needs, and though 

they remained friends, he eventually did meet and marry someone younger.

Following the divorce that terminated her marriage of over 20 years, Helen says,

“I had to learn who I was when I’m me and not M rs._______ .” Beginning in her early

50s, Helen reports, “I went back to being a much more spiritual person. I went back to 

being a person who is interested in learning.” Rather than take classes, she decided to 

read on her own and attend study groups on “different kinds of religion and religious 

thought in the world.”

Insofar as having opportunity to make changes in her life, Helen explains that 

“having time alone” was an advantage. It meant spending evenings alone, and about this 

she comments: “Some people might find it very lonesome, but you know, I’ve actually 

found it fairly gratifying.”

Helen reveals a recently understood insight that “we all have to learn our own 

way. We all have to live our own lives, and hopefully, learn from it.” She shares how 

“bothered” she has been that she cannot give her three daughters her experience and 

insights. Elaborating, she says:

There have been so many times when I just wanted to reach into my heart and 

take out something that I learned the hard way, and give it to them as a gift. “You 

don’t have to do this because I ’ve already done it, and this is what happens. ” But 

it doesn’t work that way. You can’t do that fo r  them. You can’t do that for anyone 

else, you know.
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Helen explains that, at this point in her life, if someone asks her for advice, “I’d try to be 

very honest and thoughtful and give them my thoughts on it, but realizing all the time that 

it is just my thought.” Realizing that others may or may not accept her advice, she hopes 

they will at least consider it, but understands, “I can’t give my hard-won opinions ... to 

someone else and expect that those will be golden nuggets to them. They may just be a 

pebble on the beach.” She admits that when it comes to advice to daughters, “it’s usually 

[about] relationships.”

Helen and I discuss the tendency to think of oneself as a certain age, and she says 

that if she could have chosen an age to remain at, “it would have been about 45.” Helen 

recalls being “very independent as a young person,” and then losing her independence in 

a 20-year marriage to a “controlling” partner:

I was about 45 before I really was willing or able to step forward and say, “This is 

who I am and this is who I have to be.” And if I don’t have a partner that I can be 

that person with, then I shouldn’t be there. ... By that time, I knew enough to 

know who I really was.

About her present age, Helen says, “I forget that I’m 65 until I look at a picture 

that’s been taken recently, or I look in the mirror, you know. And most of the time I do 

that with glasses off.” We both laugh at this admission.

Reviewing how Helen would characterize her experience of late-midlife, I 

mention her comments earlier that life is more relaxed now, and she has more time to 

think and contemplate. Helen confirms and adds, “Right, and picking and choosing what 

I want to spend my energy on.”
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Reduction o f Research Interview with Helen

A more relaxed time fo r  thinking and learning. Helen characterizes late-midlife as 

“much more relaxed than earlier years” when she was married with young children and 

running a business. She works fewer hours now, her children are grown and gone, and 

she is without marital responsibilities because of divorce. Helen says that her increased 

time alone has helped her “make some changes,” since she now has more time to “mull 

things over and think about things.” She has returned to being “a much more spiritual 

person,” as well as one who is “interested in learning.” Helen observes there is “less 

pressure to be successful,” and says she finds “more contentment with things the way 

they are.” Though some might find time alone lonesome, she has “found it fairly 

gratifying.”

Control and choice. About my perception that Helen has control in her life, she 

says, “I do and I guard it very carefully.” While there are activities she might have 

involved herself in when she was younger “because that was expected socially,” she no 

longer feels compelled, saying, “I don’t choose to do that anymore.” With Helen’s years 

of intensive parenting completed and her marriage to “a controlling partner” concluded, 

she reports her determination to make her own choices: “I really have no interest in 

anybody else being able to tell me what to do with my time, my energy, or my money.” 

She describes the feeling as “empowering” at the choice of saying, “No, I don’t want to 

do this!”

Social invisibility/social disinterest. Helen feels unnoticed by males when in 

social gatherings, revealing that she began to feel “this lack of interest from the men, this
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being invisible” at about age 55. She describes experiences when she was younger of 

“walking into a room ... and you know that there is that interest.” She observes that, 

anymore, “you have to work at making the connection, in generating interest through 

common interests.” On the other hand, at age 65, she admits that she has “gotten to the 

point where I’m not really interested anyway.” Anymore, she says, noticing men is “not 

really part of what I do when I walk into a room.”

Advice giving. Helen has “hard-won” opinions to share with those who will 

listen, but she says she has come to understand that “we all have to learn our own way.” 

Still, with her daughters, she says, there are times when she wants “to reach into my heart 

and take out something that I learned the hard way, and give it to them as a gift.” Helen 

knows that she cannot do their learning for them, but through her lived experience and 

insights, she wants to counsel, “You don’t have to do this because I’ve already done it, 

and this is what happens.”
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Chapter 4 

Interpretation of Narratives on Female Aging Experience

The interpretation that follows is based on the narrative description and reduction 

of eight women between age 49 and 70 who participated with me as co-researchers in this 

research. This stage of phenomenological methodology involves the hermeneutic process 

of locating meaning and understanding through themes of experience that emerge in the 

descriptive text of co-researchers’ narratives. As both researcher and study-group 

member, I integrate knowledge about my own lived experience with that of my co

researchers. I am a married woman of age 58, who lives with the effects of menopause, 

whose children are grown, who involves herself in her parents’ experience in aging, who 

knows the loss through death of a brother at midlife, and who recognizes aging indicators 

in Self, spouse, family members, and friends. At this point in the research process, I allow 

my own lived experience to enter the realm of experiential possibilities in portraying the 

female aging experience, thus use of the pronoun we describes my co-researchers and me.

Human science reveals that there are multiple realities in human lived experience, 

and this is confirmed in the narratives of my co-researchers. They characterize their late- 

midlife experience as a more relaxed time; and a time of wisdom, intergenerational 

richness of scope, loss yet determination, learning, embracing the evolution of Self, new 

life and self-confidence, being in the moment, knowing oneself, contentment, less 

pressure to be successful, and increased control and choice. While my co-researchers tend 

to take a positive approach to life, those who have experienced relational loss of 

significant others or who have serious health problems or family concerns deal with

105



sorrow and disheartenment. Though none of my co-researchers define themselves as old, 

some identify indicators that make them feel old-ish, such as onset of menopause, fatigue, 

health concerns, retirement, limitations based on aging stereotypes, and death of 

significant others. For the most part, these experiences are perceived as aging indicators 

in combination with age awareness. Negative expressions of aging include loneliness and 

fear of dependency in illness.

As interpretation proceeded, I discovered the difficulty of separating self 

experience from social and relational experience, and referenced Richey and Brown’s 

(2006) Model of the Emergent Self, which “conceptualizes the foundational process of 

social self-construction” (p. 3). The Venn diagram representing the Model displays three 

interconnecting circles of Relational Self, Cultural Self, and Experiential (Existential) 

Self, interconnected by Intersubjectivity, with all interconnection accomplished in 

Communication. All four constructs of self are encircled by Sociocultural Others, which 

is within a final circle representing the Physical Environment. The common location 

shared by the interconnected realms of Relational, Cultural, and Experiential Self and 

Intersubjectivity is the Emergent Self, or Becoming. The Model demonstrates how the 

Emergent Self, for example in aging, would be difficult to parse out from relationships, 

culture, and intersubjectivity. In sorting out this modeling process, I came to understand 

with greater clarity the social constructionist viewpoint that social and relational 

interaction is the means by which our individual realities are formed, shaped, and 

maintained (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).
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During the interpretive stage of my research, I developed an appreciation for the 

observation by Hareven and Adams (1982) that a study of aging is a study in the 

experience of change. Perhaps that could be said of life in general, but it seems especially 

apropos to this study.

Aging: A Matter o f Perspective

This theme emerged from the capta as a general attitude toward aging: a 

phenomenon not readily associated with Self, yet understood as a part of life. Though two 

co-researchers could not utter the word aging without a slight choking sound or muttering 

their dislike for the word, Self as aging is not a foremost thought in our minds. It sits in 

the background of consciousness as an experience we understand as inevitable, and not 

necessarily problematic. We are experiencing physical changes that are impossible to 

ignore, such as aches and pains after activities that did not used to cause them, and 

changes to our appearance, but though these changes are clearly age-related, they are not 

necessarily viewed as aging. We are not overcome by thoughts of aging, because we are 

too busy living our lives as individuals with hopes, dreams, and plans—just as we were 

earlier in life.

Cosmetic and pharmaceutical companies present a different view of aging, which 

appears in the form of advertisements, broadcast and published by the media. These 

messages, reminding us that older people can be enhanced with certain vitamins, 

medicines, products, and procedures, are an admission that aging happens in the normal 

course of life. Yet the meaning implicit in the ads is that we should not allow aging to 

happen.
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Existential confusion develops in the social construction of meaning effected by 

media messages. For the most part, we have a positive view of life, and in cases of health 

or relational difficulty, are facing the reality of aging with strength and determination.

We have a sense, however, fueled by media advertising, that we should avoid aging, or 

hide the evidence. We may or may not feel or look like the negative media 

representations of aging, and we may not even care, realizing that they can be 

exaggerated. Simultaneously, we realize and feel discouraged by how unachievable it is 

for us to have the energy, vitality, stamina, youthful good looks, and social excitement as 

the expectation portrayed by advertisers. The meanings embedded in the advertising 

messages and our reactions to them leave us feeling an odd inner combination of conflict, 

discontent, non-reality, and non-identification with what is termed aging. We know we 

are aging, and we are mostly accepting of it, but we sense that we are not aging as 

youthfully as we could, and really, we should try to avoid it altogether.

The media messages are a cultural reflection of our society’s values, and our 

perceptions of Self do not necessarily fit with the expectations popularized in our culture. 

The either-or simplicity of cultural stereotypes do not allow for the both-and nature of our 

developing identities in aging. Additionally, the media messages construct an expectation 

of control over conditions that we do not necessarily view as problematic. Existential 

confusion sets in when Self’s experience is juxtaposed with culturally constructed norms, 

and recognized as dissimilar. We hear the term denial bandied about to describe how we 

distance ourselves from the notion of Self as aging, but it is more an inability to identify
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with media representations of what it means to age—particularly in contrast with our 

reality and how we prefer to view the years we have left to live.

Onset o f Changing Visibility

We are aware of our changing social visibility in late-midlife. We have lost notice 

in some contexts and gained it in others. We realize decreased visibility when we are 

gradually edged out of conversation with younger adults because of that group’s 

assumption that we can no longer relate to their discussion. We recognize a change in 

visibility when a younger man in a potential romantic relationship points out the 

significance of our age difference. We become aware of a change in visibility when we 

notice age-related changes in the appearance and behavior of same-age friends, and 

realize reflexively that they see the same in us. We develop a sense of invisibility when 

we walk into a social gathering, and realize that our appearance draws little to no 

attention from males, particularly if a younger female accompanies us. Our visibility is 

lessened in retirement, or “end of motherhood” with the departure of our children from 

home, when scarce recognition is directed our way for past achievements or current 

contributions.

Conversely, we experience increased visibility with retirement associations as 

seniors, and with medical insurance companies as members of a higher health-risk 

category, who pay higher insurance premiums. We have a sense of increased visibility as 

A Problem, or a potential one— to society and to our families— as our needs increase with 

age, and we are less able to manage alone.
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Our awareness of changing visibility receives confirmation in human social 

interaction— either in relationship with others or as members of our youth-oriented 

culture with its measures and stereotypes of youth and aging. We are conscious of our 

changing visibility in the eyes of others, just as we are conscious of our own ability to 

perceive changing visibility in others. Others’ perceptions matter to us because we 

internalize those perceptions when viewing Self (Wood, 2005), and because they 

influence the way others respond to us in human interaction, thereby affecting our late- 

midlife reality.

We do not consider our changing visibility to be necessarily problematic, as we 

find that it is often accompanied by changing interests, which mollify the realization. 

When a sense of changing visibility actually introduces the notion that we are aging, 

however, we find it particularly convincing, because we recognize the power of meaning 

in social response to us as individuals. With our awareness of changing visibility, we 

make one more adjustment to self-perception in the long string of adjustments we make 

in a lifetime, as we learn about ourselves in relationship with others.

Relational Connectedness

Our families are relationally significant to us, whether children, parents, siblings, 

and/or other relatives with whom we are close. Situated intergenerationally, we can 

review or foresee the spectrum of lifespan experiences as we interact with grandchildren, 

children, and elderly parents and/or relatives. Our relational involvement is a reminder of 

our own mortality, as we view life retrospectively for grandchildren and children and
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glimpse our own possible future in the lives of significant elders. Family continues to 

provide a sense of involvement and purpose.

We struggle for relational balance at late-midlife, appreciating alone time after 

years of myriad relational, social, and professional responsibilities that occupied our time, 

yet we long for relational connectedness as well. We represent a classic example of the 

relational dialectic of independence and connectedness, in that we desire two opposing 

conditions. While wanting and needing more time for Self, we appreciate and desire the 

company of family and friends, and still want to provide care and support where needed.

We confirm the essential importance of relational connectedness to a meaningful 

life, as reported by Josselson (1996) and Wood (2005). Our lives are enriched by the 

presence of significant others who help us confirm, shape, resist, and modify our present 

reality (Coates, 1996; Stewart & Logan, 1998). Of critical importance to us is friendship, 

as it provides companionship and an essential outlet for expression (Coates, 1996). We 

value “depth of relationship”— someone who truly knows us— a lasting and close 

relationship, and even yet hope to know the love of a life-partner. We are evidence of the 

claim by Nussbaum, Pecchioni, Robinson, and Thompson (2000) that one’s relational 

system is an important aspect to successful aging, for when it is missing or deficient from 

lack of care or loss, it affects our well-being.

A Different Half o f Life

We experience age-related changes at late-midlife that require adjustments to our 

viewpoint. Some changes are unavoidable, like menopause, wrinkles, and/or graying hair. 

Other changes are intentional, such as when we leave unsatisfactory marriages or



employment. Some changes bring sadness, for instance when our loved ones die and we 

miss them, or we develop medical problems that affect our quality of life. Other changes 

bring hope and a sense of fresh beginning, such as when we determine to live our 

remaining years free of substance abuse or unhealthy relationships. In late-midlife, we 

reframe social loss from lack of male notice, recognizing that the loss also opens 

experiential space for interactive enjoyment without, as one co-researcher said, “all [the] 

hormonal stuff.” With maturity, we have developed the personal strength and resolve to 

leave behind controlling relationships or other unhealthy lifestyles, discovering renewed 

self-confidence and a sense of control and possibility. These positive aspects of aging 

provide us with the perspective that aging is “the best thing that ever happened” or 

“pretty dam good.”

“A different half of life” describes a reluctant acceptance of changing physical 

appearance; our effort to maintain composure while flaming publicly from hotflashes; 

and our loss of social status in retirement. We have health concerns that did not used to 

exist, and we manage fatigue from insomnia or health problems so that it does not affect 

relationships and professional self-presentation. We are surprised by the passing of time 

and how changed we are since those self-defining events and accomplishments that we 

associate with Self, such as extended wilderness trips under challenging conditions. Yet 

we understand that the characteristics that drove us to such activities are still part of who 

we are.

We are changed by living and by those among whom we live, thus we are ever 

emerging now as aging women. In aging, we have learned to sort through experience and
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are no longer tolerant of spending time in relationships or interactions that are 

recognizably a waste of our valuable time. We live in the recognition that our remaining 

time is limited, and have begun to refuse those things that use our time unproductively. 

The Self that is emerging consistently is one that is wise to experience, appreciative of 

those relationships recognized as meaningful, and eager to spend time in communication 

with individuals we value. We have a stronger sense of having less time left to 

accomplish what we hope to do, which gives us a greater appreciation of time. While our 

potential may be limited by others’ assumptions about our capabilities because we are 

older, still we make adjustments and keep living in this different half of life, for “the 

alternative” is not so attractive.

Experiential Wisdom

Life is a learning process, and though we might prefer a more youthful 

appearance, we would not trade it for the gained wisdom in lived experience. Our lives 

are enriched by what we have learned in living among others. With our retrospective 

view of earlier life, we see what for us has had lasting significance. We have made 

mistakes and known disappointment and sorrow; and we have survived failure, succeeded 

at some pursuits, and known great joy. We have a desire to help others avoid the mistakes 

we have made and to shelter loved ones from the harm of certain choices; yet we realize 

that advice can only be offered, for we have resisted or ignored advice ourselves. We are 

more inclined than ever before to trust our intuition and value our insights, because they 

have developed from lived experience.
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Appendix 

Letter of Informed Consent

Dear Research Participant:

You are being asked to take part in a research study on the experience of aging 

among women in late-midlife. I am interested in your experiences with this aspect of life, 

as well as your thoughts related to it, and would appreciate an interview with you. Please 

read this letter and ask any questions you may have before you agree to participate. If you 

decide to participate in this study, we will meet for an hour-long conversational 

interview. Our conversation will be audio-recorded, and I will use the information that 

results from it as data for my thesis research.

I will not reveal your real name, and I will maintain the confidentiality of your 

responses to research questions. The audio-recording used in our interview and the 

resulting transcript based on the recording will be kept for five years in secure storage at 

the UAF Communication Department, and the only other person who will have access to 

them is Dr. Pamela McWherter, Director of Graduate Studies in Professional 

Communication, under whose guidance I am conducting this study.

I anticipate no risk to you, but if you are uncomfortable with the idea of 

discussing late-midlife experiences, including the topic of aging, or of being audio

recorded, you should decline to be interviewed. A possible benefit of participation in this 

study is the opportunity to express feelings about and explore meanings of experiences 

and realizations that occur at late-midlife. Your participation in this study is completely
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voluntary, and you are free to change your mind about participation at any time during 

the research process.

If you have questions now, please feel free to ask. If you have questions later, you 

may contact me (474-9642 or fngfp@uaf.edu) or Dr. Pamela McWherter (474-7405 or 

ffprm@uaf.edu). If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research 

participant, please contact the Research Coordinator in the UAF Office of Research 

Integrity at 474-7800 or fyirb@uaf.edu.

Thank you for considering participation in this study. If you agree to be 

interviewed, please read the following paragraph and add your signature and today’s date.

I understand the procedures described above. My questions have been answered 

to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study. I have been provided a copy of 

this letter.
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Signature of Research Participant Date

Signature of Researcher Requesting Consent Date

mailto:fngfp@uaf.edu
mailto:ffprm@uaf.edu
mailto:fyirb@uaf.edu

