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Title: Life Satisfaction of Elderly Parents and Parent-child

Relationships in 01d Age.

APPROVED BY MEMBERS OF THE THESIS COMMITTEE:

Robert Shotola

This thesis is designed to explore the nature of the
relationship between elderly parents and their children and
to investigate the association of that relationship with
life satisfaction of the elderly parents. The examination
of parents' life satisfaction is based on the activity theory
of gerontology. The life satisfaction is measured by Adams's
eighteen-item Life Satisfaction Index. The parent-child

relationship is viewed from the standpoint of both the

parents' expectations of their children and how the children



fulfill these expectations. Filial discrepancies between
parents' expectations and children's behavior are analyzed to
fill a gap in the literature on behavioral and normative com-
parisons in generational relations.

The sample for this research was collected from three
senior citizen centers in the city of Portland, Oregon. The
findings show that these elderly parents' life satisfaction
has a negative association with their expectations of their
children, but a positive association with their children's
filial behavior; and if children's filial behavior towards
their parents exceeds their parents' expectations, the par-
ents will have more satisfaction in their lives than those
parents whose expectations of their children exceed their
children's actual behavior towards them.

The data analysis indicates that children's filial
behavior is the most influential variable affecting not only
their parents' life satisfaction but also the relationships
between life satisfaction and filial discrepancies. Thus,
adult children are still important in their parents' late
lives. |

Finally, this_thesis tends to support the activity
theory, since the data demonstrate that the more the filial
involvement of children with their parents, the higher the

life satisfaction for the parents.



LIFE SATISFACTION OF ELDERLY PARENTS
AND PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS IN OLD AGE

by
TEHCHOU YEH

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

MASTER OF SCIENCE
in
SOCIOLOGY

Portland State University
1983



TO THE OFFICE OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND RESEARCH:
The members of the Committee approve the thesis of

Tehchou Yeh presented May 20, 1983.

olton, Chairman

Robert Shotola

APPROVED:

esearch



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

On completion of this thesis, I would like to grate-
fully acknowledge the help, time, and involvement given to
me by members of my thesis committee. I would like to thank
Dr. Charles Bolton for his comments on the thoughts and
writing, Dr. Robert Shotola for his assistance on the inter-
pretation of statistics results, and Dr. Michael DeShane for
his suggestions on both the fields of aging and the family.

I want to express my appreciation to those ladies who
are in charge of the senior citizen centers, who helped me
in conducting the survey and distributing the questionnaires.
I also want to thank the people who took time to respoﬁd to
the questionnaire.

I wish to thank Mr. Jim Wilson, for spending hours
patiently correcting my writing style. I am also grateful
to Dr. Leonard Cain for his concerns and encouragement, and
to Mrs. Mary Foon for her advice on typing this manuscript.

Finally, my appreciation to my family is beyond expres-
sion. For years, they have supported me spiritually and
financially. My appreciation especially goes to my 72 year

0ld father for his love and understanding. This thesis was

written with him in my mind and is dedicated to him.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .

LIST OF TABLES .

CHAPTER
I
IT

ITI

IV

v

INTRODUCTION .
REVIEW OF LITERATURE .

Perspectives on Aging .

Generational Perspectives .

METHODOLOGY . . . . « « . « &

Dependent Variable
Independent Variables .
Hypotheses

Instruments . . . . .

Data Gathering Procedure

The Sample . . . . . +« « .« &
Data Analysis . . . .« « + « « &
RESULTS . . . . « « . .

Characteristics of the Instruments
Characteristics of the Respondent

Hypotheses .. . . .

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION .

PAGE
iii

vi

12
27
27
29
31
33
37

39
4o

43
43
Ls
66
8L



A SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY . . . . « .« « o ¢« ¢ « o o o « & 91
APPENDIX A . ¢ ¢ ¢ o & ¢ ¢ o o o o o o o & o o o o o = 97

APPENDIX B ¢ ¢ ¢« v ¢ ¢ ¢« o « & 102
APPENDIX C . . . . . 104
105

APPENDIX D . . . . ¢« & « o &



TABLE

II
III

Iv

VI

VII

VII

VIII

IX

XI

XII
XIII

LIST OF TABLES

PAGE
Living Arrangement by Marital Status . . . . . 48
Correlations Among Activity Variables . . . . 49
Levels of Social Activity . . . « . . . . . . 50
Relationship Between Age and the Level
of Activity . . . ¢« v v ¢ v v 0 e e e e e e 50
Responses with Life Satisfaction Index . . . . 53
Agreements with Filial Expectation Index . . . 55
(A) The Distribution of Children's Living
Arrangements . . . . . . 4 4 e e e e e e e e 57
(B) Living Areas of the Children . . . . . . . 58
Children's Assistance to Parents . . . . . . . 58
Contact of Children with Parents . . . . . . . 60
Parents' Judgements on Children's Attitudes,
Conformity, And Responsibility . . . . . . . . 61
Levels of Life Satisfaction, Filial Expectation,
And Filial Behavior . . . . « v ¢« « « « « « . 63
Filial Discrepancies (FB-FE) . . . « « « « « . 64

Correlations of Life Satisfaction with Items
In Respondents' Backgrounds, Filial Expectations,

And Filial Behavior . . v v ¢« v v v o o o o 67



TABLE

XIV

XV
XVI

XVII

Correlations of Life Satisfaction with Filial
Expectations, Filial Behavior, and Filial
Discrepancies . . « « « ¢ o v o o o o
Partial Correlations Among Ma jor Variables .
Correlations of Respondents' Backgrounds with
Filial Expectations, Filial Behavior, and
Filial Discrepancies . . . . .

Zero-order and First-order Partial

Correlations . . . « o o « « « &

vii

69
72

oy

79



CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

How to achieve successful aging has long been of
concern to social gerontologists. There are two major theo-
ries in the literature seeking to explain successful aging:
activity theory and disengagement theory. Life satisfaction
is the ferm most commonly used to denote successful aging as
viewed from the standpoint of an individual'é inner satis-
faction with his or her past or present 1life. Research indi-
cates that there is a significant relationship between social
activities and life satisfaction. However, the two major
gerontological theories consider different kinds of social
activities to be crucial for successful aging. Activity
theory holds that aging is apt to be most successful when the
aging individual continues his or her involvement in many of
the kinds of activies engaged in during the years of middle
age: work activities, family activities, sociability with
persons of varying ages, etc. Disengagement theory argues
that, because disengagement from mainstream society is func-
tional for both the elderly person and the rest of society,
the older person ages most successfully when he or she with-

draws from the work world and from the conventional inter-

action patterns of middle age and focuses instead on inter-



action with other older persons and on more passive inward-
turning activities.

The problem of testing the relative validity of these
two theories is that, if behavioral indexes are used for suc-
cessful aging, each theory is somewhat tautological and hence
untestable. That is, activity theory tends to measure suc-
cess in aging by the same variables--continued involvement in
the activities of middle-age--that are asserted to cause suc-
cessful aging; while disengagement theory tends to measure
successful aging by the very forms of withdrawal from main-
stream society that are asserted to be necessary to success-
ful aging. To be sure, in some studies the problem of tau-
tology 1s avoided by the use of such indexes as death rate,
illness rate, and degree of senility as the dependent vari-
able in testing the relative validity of the two theories.
But in the theoretical formulations themselves there remains
a serious problem of tautological propositions.

In the present study, life satisfaction, as measured
by responses to a scale of questions about subjective self-
feelings, is used as the index for successful aging.

One aspect of social activities, the relationship of
elderly parents with their adult children, is examined as an
independent variable. The family system is still considered
a crucial institution for continuing social activity among
elderly people. In a rapidly changing society, the family

has become more important, not less important to the indi-
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vidual (Shanas and Streib, 1965). A basic family relation-

ship is that between parents and their offspring. Parents
and children play reciprocal roles. Parents are obliged to
raise their children, an important task that involves their
middle lives. Children expect their parents to provide them
with basic care. As parents get older, children who received
care from their parents in childhood are obligated in return
to provide for the needs of their aging parents. Parents
have served their children throughout l1ife and they can count
on the children especially in time of need (Peterson, 1979).
Thus, normatively, older parents expect and their grown off-
spring are obliged to fulfill the parents' expectations.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the asso-
ciation between life satisfaction among elderly parents and
the relationships of parents with their adult children.

This study will search for an answer to the question: what
kind of parent-child relationships in o0ld age will enhance
parents' life satisfaction?

The parent-child relationship in old age--PCR--has
previously been studied primarily from the standpoint of
actual practice of interactions between the generations.
This study will view PCR taking into account both the
parents' expectations and how adult children fulfill those
expectations.

There are ordinarily discrepancies between normative

expectations and actual behavioral practice. In the fol-



lowing pages a new term, "filial discrepancies," will be
utilized to fill a gap in the literature on behavioral and
normative comparisons in generational relationships and to
allow a more complete characterization of PCR. This study
will further examine whether disengagement theory or activity
theory is the more applicable in studying successful aging

and the old-parent-adult-child relationship.



CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Two central perspectives have been utilized to account
for the relation between 1life satisfaction in latef life and
older parent-adult child relationships. The first perspec-
tive attempts to explain life satisfaction through an under-
standing of the aging process. Work on the development of
theories of successful aging and studies regarding correlates
of 1life satisfaction are examples of this perspective. The
second perspective has approached this relation through the
development of generational theories. Examples of the gene-
rational perspective are studies in the interaction between

parents and children of old age.
PERSPECTIVES ON AGING

Cavan, Burgess, Havighurst, and Goldhamer published

Personal Adjustment in 014 Age in 1949. Known as a vioneer

work of activity theory, this book was the first sociologi-
cal approach to successful aging. This approach developed
the concept of personal adjustment. To measure the adjust-
ment, the authors designed two inventories: namely, attitudes
and activity. These inventories sought to measure a person's

attidues expressing satisfaction or dissatisfaction with his
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life situations and the degree of his participation in daily
activities (Cavan et al., 1949). The focus of their analysis
of adjustment was entirely on overt activity. The authors
noticed the importance of family activities for adjustement
to 0ld age, and suggested that participation in varied activ-
ities is a crucial factor for personal adjustment in later
life.

The activity approach was later to be refined into
activity theory. According to this theory, to age success-
fully a person must continue to be involved in an activity
pattern similar to that of his adult working years and must
continue to maintain values like those of his middle age.
Therefore, successful aging is seen as a conscious effort to
maintain a continuation of middle-age activities and values
into o0ld age.

In 1955, six years after the publication of Personal

Adjustment in 014 Age, another research group set up a study

of the aging process. This study, known as the Xansas City
Study of Adult Life, started with a commonsense observation
that "the o0ld person is less involved in the life around him
than he was when he was younger." The study ended with dis-
engagement theory, which argues that aging is an unavoidable
withdrawal of the aging individual from the social and eco-

nomic responsibilities of middle age, "resulting in decreased

interaction between the aging persons and others in the

social systems he belongs to" (Cumming and Henry, 1961, p.14).



The theory proposed that this withdrawal from social inter-
action will cause the aging person to have a higher morale
level. In other words, it is inappropriate for people to
still hold onto middle-age activity patterns and values in
later years; doing so will result in a loss of morale.

The "disengagement" research group developed two
measurements to determine a formula for successful aging.

One measures engagement. The other measures morale.

The ma jor theme of this theory holds that disengagement
can be viewed as a mechanism for reducing intergenerational
conflict. If disengagement is defined in terms of the social
structural level, such as withdrawal from the extended family,
the logic is clear. If social systems are to maintain equi-
librium, they must disengage from the elderly. For instance,
if equilibrium within a family is to be maintained, the older
people have to abandon authority as the younger one are
ready for it. Thus, disengagement is a functional prerequi-
site to social stability.

At about the same time, another research group claimed
that neither activity theory nor disengagement theory was
adequate to account for the various aging process. Because
aging is a complex phenomenon, older peovle do not comprise
a homogeneous group, especially in terms of their internal
psychological states. Research indicated that the most
important source of an individual's well-being in old age is

his feelings and his attitudes about himself. This is the



life satisfaction approach, which assumes that people have
aged successfully if they feel happy and are satisfied with
their present and past lives (Neugarten, Havighurst, and
Tobin, 1961).

The uniqueness of this approach was that it defined
successful aging in terms of inner satisfaction rather than
of externgl adjustment. Although this approach never devel-
oped into%a theoretical formula, it devised three useful
measures for determining successful aging. One of the mea-
sures, Life Satisfaction Index A, became the most representa-
tive instrument for testing either the activity theory or the
disengagement theory. Thereafter, several studies used Index
A as an indicator of psychological well-being or adjustment
in later l1life.

In the present study, the term "life satisfaction" will
be used to indicate the quality or condition of aging. Life
satisfaction is based on an individual's own evaluation of
his or her present and past life. As George and Bearon
suggested, popularity probably is an indication of usefulness
of a concept. The term "life satisfaction" is definitely an
example. "Gerontologists persistently use it as a criterion
for successful aging" (George and Bearon, 1980, p.42). The
term has a wide and varied usage, referring to non-specific
life conditions such as "life as a whole" or "life in

general."

In short, activity theory and disengagement theory ask



similar questions to measure a person's participation in
activities, and use a similar instrument to measure his or
her psychological well-being (in their respective terms
"satisfaction in l1ife" or "morale") in order to determine
whether the person is aging successfully. Although the two
theories suggest an appropriate way to adjustment in later
life from opposite directions, both theories can correctly
describe certain aspects of the social-psychological process
of aging. As the 1ife satisfaction approach suggested, aging
is a complex phenomenon; older people comprise a heterogene-
ous group.

Furthermore, disengagement theory concedes that social
participation is associated with life satisfaction; while
activity theory accepts that there is a decrease in overall
social activity with age. The disagreement between them is
only on the degree and to some extent form of relationship
between activity and satisfaction in successful aging.
Several studies are examples of this:

Tobin and Neugarten (1961) found that a high level of
life satisfaction occurred more often with persons who were
inactive and uninvolved. Moreover, their findings showed
that with advancing age, engagement, rather than disengage-
ment, was more closely associated with 1ife satisfaction.

Supporting disengagement theory, Maddox found that
activity tends to decrease as age increases. However, he

concluded that there was also a positive relationship between
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activity and morale (Maddox, 1962; 1963). Lowenthal and
Boler (1965) conducted a study not specifically designed to
test any theory, but their findings indirectly sustained the
disengagement theory.

Martin (1973) agreed with both theories. He found that
both patterns--engagement and disengagement--could happen,
and both would result in satisfaction in 1ife. Yet, his dis-
cussion indicated that two major institutions in American
society, the family and the economy, encouraged mutual disen-
gagement.

At any rate, since these two prevailing and contrasting
theories appeared in the field of aging, the significance of
activity participation for life satisfaction in old age has
been a focus of attention.

Despite the fact that research has produced mixed find-
ings about the importance of social activities for the life
satisfaction of older people, family interactions have always
been considered one of the major social activities for the
elderly (Adams, 1971; Bell, 1967; Conner et al., 1979;
Edwards and Klemmack, 1973; Graney, 1975; Lemon et al., 1972;
Lowenthal and Bolder, 1965; Medley, 1976; Preston, 1966;
Rubenstein, 1971). Only a little research does not include
family interaction as a variable correlated with life satis-
faction (Larson, 1978; Markides and Martin, 1978; Palmore and
Luikart, 1972; Spreitzer and Snyder, 1974). This oversight

can be interpreted as meaning that people take familial asso-
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ciation for granted: familial influence on satisfaction in
0ld age cannot be denied (Adams, 1971).

Family relations and 1life satisfaction among the aged
have been shown to be positively associated. In a study
among residents in homes for the aged, Bell (1967) found that
the frequency of family interaction strongly influenced a
person's self-perception of being old: "feeling old" was
associated with low family interaction, whereas not feeling
0ld tended to be associated with high family interaction.
Feeling old was seen as part of the total process of disen-
gagement. Among the categories of social involvement, family
involvement had the most significant relationship with self-
perception of being old.

One exploration of activity theory found that inter-
actions with relatives were associated with 1ife satisfaction,
but the association was not significant (Lemon et al., 1972).
On the other hand, after examining several correlates with
life satisfaction from previous studies, Medley (1976) con-
cluded that satisfaction with family life constituted the
greatest single influence on positive satisfaction with life
as a whole.

In another investigation, Conner and his colleagues
synthesized four groupings from the twenty-two quantitative
measures of social interaction significantly associated with
life satisfaction. One of these four measures was the number

of immediate family members seen. Their work not only recog-
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nized the importance of family interactions to the psycholo-
gical well-being of the elderly, but also questioned the typ-
ical emphasis on the quantity--frequency and scope--of the
interaction. They were more concerned about the "quality" of
the interaction, in other words, whether the interaction with
the family members would meet the elderly's personal needs
(Conner et al., 1979).

Nevertheless, none of the above studies indicated spe-
cific family members as having crucial roles in the family
contact which correlate with 1ife satisfaction for older
persons. From the data, Rubenstein (1971) pointed out that
elderly persons living alone or without a spouse had a low
state of morale in o0ld age. The same result was also found

in other research (Lee, 1978; Riley and Foner, 1968).
GENERATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Besides the influence of spouse, what is known with
respect to the associations between 1life satisfaction and
family relationships among the aged, such as older parents-
adult children interaction? Studies are meager regarding the
effect of interaction with adult children on the life satis-
faction of older parents. Moreover, it is surprising to
learn that most research in this area has found no correla-
tion between life satisfaction of the elderly and their con-

tact with their adult children.

Arling (1976) compared family involvement with friend-
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ship and neighboring to see which had a greater impact on the
personal morale of elderly widows. The result was that con-
tact with family members, especially with children, did
little to elevate morale. No relationships between morale
and older parent-adult child exchange of aid were found from
a sample of 403 parents aged 60 and over (Lee and Ellithorpe,
1982).

In other studies, there was found to be an association
between increased parent-child interactions and decreased
morale of aging parents. It was reported that parents who
had lower levels of mutual support activities with their
adult children had higher morale. Also, parents who made
fewer demands on their offspring had higher morale. It may
be that dependency on the next generation for living arrange-
ments, and propinquity of offspring, contributed to unhappi-
ness in late life. Therefore, the farther away the two gene-
rations live from each other and the less supportive the con-
tact between them, the higher the morale of the parents
(Kerckhoff, 1966; Watson and Kivett, 1976).

In addition to the interaction between the two genera-
tions, the expectations which older parents had regarding the
obligations of their offspring were also found to be inverse-
1y related to morale among the aged. It was found from data
of nearly six hundred elderly parents 65 years of older that
those parents who expressed high expectations of their off-

spring exhibited low morale, whereas those with low expecta-
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tions show high morale (Seelbach and Sauer, 1977).

The evidence is inconsistent as to the contribution of
children to parental feelings of satisfaction in late life.
Two studies reached different conclusions from the studies
reviewed above. However, they are incomplete in this area in
that they neglect some aspect of parent-child interaction.

In the first study, Rosow (1965) concluded from a com-
parison that children are more important to older people than
are friends. The elderly used friends or neighbors as alter-
natives to children only within the context of social activi-
ty. Parent-child relationships could not be substituted for
or replaced by friendship. But Rosow did not make clear
exactly what the meaning of "importance of children" was to
their aging parents.

Backman and Houser (1982) supported the societal per-
ception that childlessness has a greater effect on well-being
for the widowed than for married women. Even when other
crucial factors were considered, childless widows had lower
overall well-being and were more lonely and dissatisfied with
their lives than were widows with grown children. Yet, this
study failed to further investigate the quality of the rela-
tionships between these widowed mothers and their adult off-
spring.

There are some implications behind those studies which
found an inverse association, or failed to establish an asso-

ciation, between parents' 1life satisfaction and parent-child
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interaction. First, although these family sociologists did
not intend to test disengagement theory in the gerontological
context, it appears they assumed that disengagement is the
most applicable theory to aging parents in the generational
relations study. As this theory has suggested, the aged who
disengage from social systems are supposed to have a higher
level of morale.l Second, American elderly parents would
seem to be better off if they are physically and spiritually
isolated from their adult children. None of these studies
explicitly expressed it this way, but they collectively
pointed strongly in this direction. If the second implica-
tion is correct, then this isolated-elderly-parent phenomonon
seems to be consistent with Parsons's theory of the isolated
nuclear family.

The American family has been characterized by Parsons
as being isolated and nuclear, in terms of residential and
economic isolation from intergenerational and bilateral
kinship ties. For Parsons, this form of family is the most
functional in meeting the requirements of a modern industrial

society, which demands a high level of mobility (Christensen,

1964).

lCumming and Henry (1961) proposed that there was a
steady dimimution in interaction with age as the individual
disengaged himself from society. However, it was apparent
that the aging person did not withdraw from intimate kin.

It was found that children or substitutes for them (nephews,
nieces, etc.) were the group with whom these older people
felt most engaged at the end of 1life. This is inconsistent
with Cumming and Henry's major propositions.
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Besides Parsons's theory, social norms or expectations
in American society regarding parent-child relations, which
place so much emphasis on the independence of both genera-
tions, are also consistent with the aforementioned studies.
Adult children are expected to be economically independent
by means of their own efforts, since dependence upon parents
is regarded as evidence of weakness or incompetence. Older
parents are also supposed to be independent in order to
avoid being a burden to their adult or married children.

The Parsonian perspective on family and social expecta-
tions of independence has been challenged by some family
sociologists.2 They contended that this theory of isolation
of family and independence of generation can easily lead
people to be under a misapprehension that parent-child rela-
tionships in later life are attenuated, or that older parents
are rejected by or alienated from their grown children.
Shanas (1979a) referred to this phenomenon as "the myth of
alienation." She enumerated two facts to question the
validity of this myth.

One fact was that even though there was great geo-

graphic mobility of the population in this country and even

2Parsons's theory has been misinterpreted by some
family sociologists. For Parsons, isolation does not neces-
sarily mean that there is no contact among relatives at all.
Indeed, interchanges of aid exist between children's families
and their parents' families. This mutual help is just
"clearly subordinated to the need of maintaining the auton-
omy and self-respect of the recipient families" (Christensen,

1964).
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though 01d people lived apart from their children or lived
alone, the overwhelming majority of them lived within thirty
minutes distance from at least one of their children. They
often saw their offspring. The other fact was that the exis-
tence of large human service bureaucracies did not devalue
the importance of family as a major source of care for older
parent (Shanas, 1979a). Especially in times of illness, old
people would turn first to their immediate family for help,
i.e. spouse or offspring (Shanas, 1979b). Therefore, though
most o0ld people tried to avoid being a burden on their off-
spring, it was primarily their children to whom they turned
when in need of general assitance, and particularly in times
of crisis (Cicirelli, 1981; Riley and Foner, 1968; Robinson
and Thurnher, 1979; Sussman, 1965; Troll, 1971). Adult off-
spring in Simos's study were also greatly involved in helping
their parents cope with various problems (Simos, 1973).

Other findings further showed that there had been more
mutual help activities between the two generations than the
norms indicated (Maddox, 1973; Riley and Foner, 1968; Sussman,
1953, 1965, 1970; Sussman and Burchinal, 1968; Streib, 1965).
Exchange of assistance was generally quite reciprocal. While
financial aid tended to flow from parents to children, with
such aid parents tended to expect more affectional response
from their children (Sussman, 1965; Sussman and Burchinal,
1968; Streib, 1965).

Notwithstanding that industrialization and urbanization
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made the family change from the traditional extended model to
the modern nuclear model, most family sociologists recognize
the existence of a new family structure: the modified extend-
ed nuclear family. That is, older parents and their adult or
married children do not share the same household, but they do
maintain contact through an interchange of visits or assis-
tance (Johnson and Bursk, 1977; Kerckhoff, 1965; Shanas, 1973;
Streib, 1970).

These works that challenge Parsons's theory of the
isolated nuclear family indicate that older American parents
are not rejected by or alienated from their adult children.
Neither parents nor children are as isolated or independent
from each other as Parsons thought and as the norms indi-
cated.3

If the idea that grown children reject their older
parents has been labeled a myth, the opposite belief, that
adult children are willing to provide adequate and effective
help to their aging parents, may also be considered as a new

myth (Cicirelli, 1981). According to the new myth of filial

3Nonetheless, studies have shown that elderly parents
prefer to be independent as long as they can still manage for
themselves (Cicirelli, 1981; Kalish, 1967). Because of this
desire to remain independent, parent have low expectations of
assistance from their children, especially monetary assis-
tance (Watson and Kivetti, 1976). People in Kerckhoff's
(1965) study impressively supported the norm of nuclear
family independence, even there was an extensive amount of
mutual support between generations. This indication clearly
shows that "independence is the desired state, if conditionsg
permit" (Kerckhoff, 1965).
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responsibility, there is a duty exercised by adult children
toward their old parents, usually connected with protection,
care, or financial support (Schorr, 1960).

One essay pointed out that Americans place high value
on responsibility to their spouses and to the next genera-
tion, but they put 1little value on the responsibility of
adult children to their aging parents. Thus, the parents
give and the children receive. This giving is continued to
the children's offspring instead of turning back to the
parents (Kalish, 1967).

Cicirelli questioned grown children's filial responsi-
bility by introducing a new phenomenon which he termed
"filial anxiety." He found that children in his study expe-
rienced anxiety when they anticipated the possibility of
providing more help to their aging parents in the future.
Cicirelli agreed with previous studies: if elderly parents
could no longer remain independent, they expected to receive
help from their grown children above all other providers of
services. Unfortunately, most adult children in the study
not only provided a low level of aid to their parents at the
time of the study, but further made it clear that, if their
parents' need became greater in the future, they would not
feel a commitment to provide any help, or would provide only
a little help to the parents (Cicirelli, 1981). This reluc-
tant helping behavior had already been identified in other

research. As aged parents became more dependent on their
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offspring, the relationship between the two generations
became more problematic (Robinson and Thurnher, 1979).

The aformentioned studies have contributed to the
understanding of generational relations. Although frequent
contact with offspring does not result in a high level of
life satisfaction for elderly parents, parents are not alien-
ated from their offspring, nor are their families isolated
from each other. Aged parents are likely to be independent
as long as they can. If they become dependent, they expect
their children to provide necessary help. While thelr needs
are increasing, the chances for them to get help from their
offspring are unfortunately decreasing. Under these circum-
stances, the relations between parents and their adult chil-
dren develop difficulties. 1In short, while isolation of
varents from their adult children has been refuted as a
social myth, the countermyth of filial responsibility appar-
ently does reflect social reality.

Nevertheless, these previous studies deal with 1limited
aspects of the generational relations. First, there has been
much research done concerning mutual interactions between
generations. Yet, little is known about the extent to which
contact with offspring meets parents® needs. Many genera-
tional concerns disregard the question of whether contact
with children corresponds with parents' expectations of
their children. Second, researchers have blamed parents for

the problematic parent-child relationship. However, this
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discordancy may not be due only to parental dependency, ill-
ness, or other parental difficulties. It may be argued that
adult children likewise should be responsible for maintaining
the quality of the relationship. Beside parental difficul-
ties, the unwillingness of grown children to provide the help
that their aged parents expect of them should be taken into
account as a cause of problems between generations. There-
fore, discussions of children's filial behavior in fulfilling
parents' expectations must consider the limitations of pre-
vious generational studies. Moreover, since earlier research
is predominantly concentrated on practical interaction
between generations, there is less normative research in this
area. The least is known about behavioral and normative
comparisons in generational relations. The concept of
"filial discrepancies," discussed next, elaborates these
comparisons and allows a more accurate characterization of

parent-child relationships.

Children's Filial Obligations and Parents' Expectations

Relations between parent and child are viewed as
problematic by Bengtson (1979). Families in his study were
found to face five separate but related problems dealing with
interaction between generations. The first one was role
transition, which simply meant "the changing roles and expec-
tations that go along with growing up and growing old" (p.
48). For instance, parents can not expect their children to

act the same way they did twenty years ago. Nor can the
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children expect their parents to be what they were twenty
years ago. Both parents and children have to make an adjust-
ment to the changing roles and expectations., Bengtson sug-
gested that changing roles, which create different expecta-
tions on the part of both parents and offspring, is a basic
cause leading to the rest of the problems between the gene-
rations: autonomy and dependency; equitable exchange; conti-
nuity versus disruption.

Indirectly, Bengtson's suggestions indicate that both
parents and offspring are tied to one another through role
relationships. This is within the sociological tradition of
role theory, which says that every person occupies a set of
roles and that a role of one person is linked to another role
of another person. Roles are reciprocal, and they define
people's obligations and expectations. The expectations of
one role occupant are the obligations of the other (Vander
Zanden, 1977). Thus, the obligation of the children's role
are the expectation of the parents' role. Borrowed from
Goffman's definitions of obligation and expectation (1961),
offspring's obligations can be regarded as actions of their
own that their parents can legitimately demand they perform,
while parents' expectations can be considered as legitimate
demands that parents can make of their children.

This present study will examine the filial responsi-
bility of adult children based upon parents' expectations.

It will also attempt to show the extent to which children
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fulfill their parents' expectations of their behavior.

Filial Discrepancies

Previous discussions of generational relations indieate
that there are differentiations between social normative
expectations on the one hand and people's behavioral perfor-
mance on the other. Kerckhoff (1966) compared normative
expectations and behavioral realities in general family rela-
tions. Hjs comparative work showed considerable discrepan-
cies between normative definitions and actual behavior in the
family studies. Since sociologists acknowledge the discrep-
ancy between ideal and real behavior as a common phenomenon,
it can be expected that discrepancies between older parents'
expectations of their children and their children's actual
behavior towards the parents are not unusual.

If family interaction has been considered as a crucial
influence upon the elderly's feelings of satisfaction in late
life, why isn't contact with children also an important vari-
able? Weishaus (1979) proposed several explanations for the
occurrence of no association or negative association between
contact with children and morale in older parents. One of
his explanations was that frequent interaction with children
may lead parents to have higher expectations and make more
demands upon their children. If high expectations are not
fulfilled by the children, then parents' morale will be low.

This suggests that, if there are discrepancies between paren-

tal expectations and children's behavior, these discrepancies
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may have an effect on the older parents' life satisfaction.

Such discrepancies are based on the variations between
"filial expectations" of parents and "filial behavior" of
children. Therefore, they are appropriately termed "filial
discrepancies."”

This present study suggests a consideration of discrep-

ancies between parents' filial expectations of their children
and the children's filial behavior towards the parents as -
perceived by parents. It further suggests that filial dis-
crepancies are likely to have influence on the parents' life
satisfaction in old age.

In short, a review of pertinent literature shows gener-
ally that interactions between the generations are an impor-
tant focus of discussion. The literature also reveals that
there is insufficient research regarding the combination of
actual behavior with normative expectations between older
parent and their adult children. Therefore, the orientation
of this study is to explore the relationship between older
American parents and their grown or married children norma-
tively and behaviorally.

The purposes of this study are:

(1) To examine the applicability of disengagement
theory to the relationships of aging parents with their adult
children; it is hypothesized that the less the engagement of
children with their parents, the higher the life satisfaction

of the parents.
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(2) To test the significance both of older parents'
expectations of their offspring and of the children's behav-
ior towards the parents, as perceived by the parents, on
parental 1life satisfaction.
(3) To study the influence of filial discrepancies
(between expected and perceived behavior of children) on the

parental psychological well-being.
SUMMARY

Although there has been considerable debate regarding
activity and disengagement theories, both can correctly
describe certain aspects of the social-psychological process
of aging. The significance of family participation for life
satisfaction in old age has been noted. Yet, contact with
children has no association or has negative association with
life satisfaction of the elderly.

The literature has shown that older parents are not
alienated from their offspring, nor do the children feel a
strong filial responsibility for their parents. Therefore,
despite frequent contact between the generations, if inter-
action with offspring does not meet older parents' needs, it
naturally will not result in a higher level of 1ife satis-
faction for elderly parents.

The relationships between elderly parents and their
grown children should be studied from the standpoint of

reciprocal role relationships: one's expectations are the
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other's obligations.

Since there are many discrepancies between normative
definitions and actual behavior found in family studies, it
is not surprising that there are also discrepancies between
parents' expectations of their children and the children's
perceived behavior towards the parents.

This study will establish the concept of "filial dis-.
crepancies," which has been developed in the present chapter
to supplement the shortcoming and insufficiency of previous
research, which has focused only on discussions of interac-
tions between the generations. The main concern of this
research is with the influence of filial discrepancies in
parent-child . relationships on the 1life satisfaction of the

parents.



CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

Dependent Variable

Two aging theories presented earlier have considered
psychological well-being as the outcome of successful aging.
Activity theory primarily describes the outcome of aging in
terms of life satisfaction, while disengagement theory iden-
tifies outcome in term of morlae. The terms "life satisfac-
tion" and "morale" are used interchangeably in many in-
stances to reflect a general sense of well-being. However,
sociologists usually describe morale in a sense of "integra-
tion into a social group." Morale has been referred to as a
characteristic of groups or of individuals. Life satisfac-
tion is used to refer to an individual's cognitive assess-
ment of his or her own life condition (George and Bearon,
1980). Since the present study examines elderly parents'
life satisfaction in general, not their integration or
characteristics, the term "life satisfaction" is appropriate
to indicate the condition of aging among older parents.
Moreover, life satisfaction is persistently used by geron-

tologists as a criterion for successful aging.
Neugarten, Havighurst, and Tobin (1961) established

three useful measures of psychological well-being. Five
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positive components of well-being were developed in their
first measures: zest for life or being enthusiastic; resolu-
tion and fortitude; congruence between desired and achieved
goals; positive image of self; and the maintaining of an
optimistic mood and attitudes. They finally adopted the
term "life satisfaction" to represent the five components
and entitled this measure Life Satisfaction Rating (LSR).

Since the LSR required a long interview with the
respondentent, it was found to be troublesome when used in
a large sample. Neugarten and her associates devised two
more suitable self-report instruments which would take only
a few minutes to administer. They are: Life Satisfaction
Index A (LSIA), and Index B (LSIB). Both reflect the five
components of life satisfaction. They can be therefore used
separately or together. As George and Bearon (1980) comment,
the Life Satisfaction Index is "probably the most widely
used instrument for assessing subjective perceptions of
well-being among older individuals" (George and Bearon,
1980, p.47).

The index selected for use in this study is Adams's
eighteen-Item Life Satisfaction Index: LSIA-A. It is the
revised form of the original twenty-item Index A. There
are couple of reasons for using Adams's Index. First,
Adams found that two items in the original index did not
adequately estimate the satisfaction scale. They are

omitted from further use in the index. Second, the correla-
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tion between LSIA and LSIB is found to be less significant
than the correlation between LSIA and LSIA-A, which is the
most highly correlated pair among several measures of
psychological well-being (Lohmann, 1977).

According to George and Bearon, the term "life satis-
faction" is defined as "an assessment of the overall condi-
tions of existence as derived from a comparison of one's
aspirations to one's actual achievements" (George and
Bearon, 1980, p.38).

Operationally, life satisfaction is defined by an
individual's averaged scores--mean--on Adams's eighteen-
Item Index designed to measure whether he or she is satis-
fied with his or her 1life generally, in past, present, and

future prospects.

Independent Variables

There is agreement among some family sociologists
regarding the relations between aged parents and their
adult children. It has been found that interaction between
the two generations is more frequent than the social myth
of alienation had indicated. However, research has shown
that frequent contact with offspring does not result in a
higher level of life satisfaction for elderly parents. The
previous chapter raised the question of whether the inter-
action with offspring would meet parents' personal needs.

It was argued that, besides interaction, expectations and

role responsibility should also be taken into consideration
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in parent-child relationships.

The independent variable in this study is the parent-
child relationships in old age--PCR. Although the litera-
ture lacks a suitable definition for PCR, from previous
studies one can infer the definition as comprising the emo-
tional, expectational, and behavioral connection between
older parents and their adult or married children. As the
orientation of this research was to explore the generational
relation from a comparison of normative and behavioral com-
ponents, the definition of PCR was developed as: an evalua-
tion of the overall conditions of relations as derived from
a comparison of parents' filial expectations of their chil-
dren with the children's filial behaviors toward the parents.

The evaluation of PCR is determined by three variables:
filial expectations, filial behavior, and filial discrepan-
cles.

According to Seelbach and Sauer (1977), filial expec-
tation (FE) can be defined as the level of expectations
which parents have regarding the duties or obligations of
their offspring to fulfill the parents needs. Operationally,
it is defined by parents' scores on a thirteen-statement
index designed to assess their expectations for living
arrangement, care responsibility, financial aid, affection-
ate support, and contact by their offspring. Single state-
ment scores ranged from strong disagreement (1) to strong

agreement (5).
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Filial behavior (FB) refers to the actions that chil-
dren perform as viewed by their parents in fulfilling the
parents filial expectations. This térm is defined operation-
ally by parents scores on the questions about behavior which
are similar to those questions on the filial expectations’
thirteen-statement index. The questions are designed to
measure parents' perception of the level of their children's
actual behavior in fulfilling parental expectations.

Filial discrepancies (FD) are the result of the com-
parison of parents' filial expectations with their chil-
dren's filial behavior. Discrepancies are the differences
between the expected and perceived filial behaviors of chil-
dren by their parents. Discrepancy scores between behavior
and expectations should be zero or slightly positive, if the
level of children's behavior is equal to or higher than the
level of parents' expectations. The scores will be negative
if the perceived behavior falls short of the level of expec-

tations.

Hypotheses

From a review of pertinent literature and the discus-
sions in the previous chapter, one basic hypothesis has been
formulated for this study: that life satisfaction of elderly
parents is strongly related to parent-child relationships in
old age--PCR.

The PCR consists of two components: expectations and

behavior. Each one has it's own relationship with 1life
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Questionnaire
Questions in this section are general information about you. Please
answer every question. Thank you.
1. Date of birth: __ [/ 2, Sex: male female
3. DMarital status: month/year
married
separated
divorced 4. a, Number of your living children
__widowed —
b, Number of your unmarried
5. a. Are your retired? yes no children over 21
b. What is (was, if retired) your ¢. Mumber of your married children
occupation? of any age
c. If you retired, are you at present: 6. a, How many other people live in
working full-time this household with you?
-——{ggtzgg ?::t;gt:e b. What is their relationship to
ot looking for work you? (e.g. husband, son, sister,
—_ g friend, etc.)
7. How often do you take |more than 2 to 3 several |once a
part in activities: once a weekly |times a | monthly |[times a | year or|never
week month year less
a. of religious groups
b. of senior center
c. of other clubs or
organizations
d. with relatives (e.g.
visiting, going out
to restaurant, etc.)
e. with neighbors or
friends (e.g. visit-
ing, shopping, etc.) J
g, Compared with others of your age, very very|
how would you rate: good good fair poor poor|
a. your health?
b, your financial situation?




1.
2.
3.
4.
S.

10,

11.

12.
13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

18.

Part II:

The following are some statements about life in general that pcople
féel differently about, Would you read each statement on the list, and
put a check mark in the space which you feel it is appropriate for you.
If you are not sure one way or the other, put a check mark under ''not
sure." Please be sure to answer every question on the list,

strongly not strongly
agree agree gure disagree disagree

I am just as happy as when I was younger

These are the best years of my life

My life could be happier than it is now

This is the dreariest time of my life

Most ot the things I do are boring and
mono tonous

Compared to other people, I get down in
the dumpe too offen

The things I do are as interesting to me
as they ever were

I've made plans for things I'll be doing
a month or a year from now

Compared to other people my age, I make
a good appearance

As I grow older, things seem better than
I thought they would be

I expect some interesting and pleasant
things to happen to me in the future

I feel old and somewhat tired

As I look back on my life, I am fairly
well satisfied

I would not change my past life even if
I could

I've gotten pretty much what I expected
out of life

When I think back over my life, I didn't
get moet of the important things I wanted

In gspite of what people say, the lot of
the average man is getting worse, not
better

I've gotten more of the breaks in life
than most of the people I know
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Part III:

Below are some statements regarding the relationship between parents
and their adult children. Different people have different opinio?s on these
statements. Please indicate your opinion by checking the appropriate answer.
"adult children" here means children who have reached the age of 21 or at amy
age who are married. Please answer every question,

134
stro not i e?rong
aggggg' agree sure disagree disagree

1. Children should live with their
parents

2. Children who do not live with
their parents should live close
to them

3. Children should be willing to
give their parents financial
help

4. Children should take care of their
parents in whatever way necessary,
when they are sick

S. If children live nearby, they
should call their parents at
least once a week

6. If children live nearby, they
should visit their parents at
least once a week

7. Children living at a distance
should ‘call their parents
at least once a month

8. Children living at a distance
should write to their parents
at least once a month

9. Children should comfort their
parents, when they are depressed

10. Children should respect their
parents' opinions

11. Children should be willing to
accept their parents' suggestions

12. One of the important reasons for having
children is that parents will have
their children to take care of them
when they are old

13. Children should feel responsible
for their parents
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Part IV:

Here are questions about activities and attitudes between you and your

child(ren) in general.

101

Please answer every question.

1. How many of your children: 2. Have any of your children done
. . the following things?
live with you? yes no
live in the same neighborhood?
live elsewhere in the Portland area’ & h:ip::t:usizziﬂ
live in some other part of Oregon? y ’ _
live in another state? b. trledhto confort
live in another country? you when you got
y d ?
. epressed? —
3. When was the last yester- |last | last {last 6 |[last [more than a | never
time yourchild(ren): day week | month |months | year |year ago
. gave you financial -
help?
b. visited you?
c. telephoned you?
d. wrote to you?
4. Approximately, how |more than 2 to 3 several |once a
ofgen do(es) your once a |weekly |[times a [monthly |times a | year or | never
child(ren): week month year less
a. give you financial
help?
b. visit you?
c. telephone you?
. write to you?
5. Your ch?l?(ren)'s attitude(s) toward 6. In general, when you make a
your opinions is (are): suggestion to your child(ren),
very respectful he or sbe (they) accepts your
respectful suggestion:
f;au' very often
disrespectful often
very disrespectful sometimes
seldom
never
7. In general, how satisfied are

you with the way your child(ren)
treat you?

very satisfied
satisfied

fair

dissatisfied

very dissatisfied

1]
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APPENDIX B
(continued)

EXPLANATION OF LS 1 THROUGH LS 18

: I am just as happy as when I was younger

These are the best years of my life

: My 1life could be happier than itis now

This is the dreariest time of my life

: Most of the things I do are boring and monotonous

: Compared to other people, I get down in the dumps

too often

The things I do are as interesting to me as they
ever were

I've made plans for things I'll be doing a month or
a year from now

Compared to other people my age, I make a good
appearance

As I grow older, things seem better than I thought
they would be

I expect some interesting and pleasant things to
happen to me in the future

I feel o0ld and somewhat tired

As I look back on my life, I am fairly well satisfied
I would not change my past 1life even if I could

I've gotten pretty much what I expected out of life

When I think back over my life, I didn't get most of
the important things I wanted

In spite of what people say, the lot of the average
man is getting worse, not better

I've gotten more of the breaks in life than most of
the people I know
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FB
FB
FB
FB
FB
FB
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FB

FB G:
FB1O:
FB11l:
FB12:
FB13:
FB1A4:
FB15:
FB16:
FB17:
FB18:
FB19:

APPENDIX D
(continued)

EXPLANATION OF FB 1 THROUGH FB 19

: Children live
: Children live
: Children live
: Children live
: Children live
: Children live
: Children have

: Children have

depressed

with parents

in the same neighborhood as parents do
in the Portland area

in other part of Oregon

in another state

in another country

helped out parents when they were sick

tried to comfort parents when they got

Last time children gave financial help to parents

ILast time children visited parents

Last time children telephoned parents

Last time children wrote to parents

Frequency of children's financial help

Frequency of children's visit

Frequency of children's phone call

Frequency of children's letter

Children's attitudes toward parents' opinions

Children's conformity to parents' suggestions

Parents' satisfaction with children's treatments
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