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lives as they grow older are likely to be influenced

not only by their own personal attributes but also by
their family circumstances such as marital status, whether or
not they are grandparents, the health of their parents, and
the marital and employment situation of their children.

This has ramifications in the public policy area because
government programs and services involving the provision
of health care, income support, housing and community ser-
vices are intrinsically linked to the actual and potential role
of family in people’s lives as they age (Victoria Parliament
1996; McCallum and Geiselhart 1996).

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 19906),
in 1995 approximately 19 per cent of men and 18 per cent of
women were aged 5070 years. By the year 2041, it is estimat-
ed that 24 per cent of men and women will be in this age
group. With the ageing of the population, attention is being
directed towards what Cohler and Altergott (1995) call ‘the
family of the second half of life’.

This article explores the meaning and role of family rela-
tionships in the lives of men and women aged 50-70 years. It
is based on data from the Later Life Families Study conducted
by the Australian Institute of Family Studies between
August-December 1996.

Here, a life course and life event perspective informs the
discourse (Szinovacz, Ekerdt and Vinick 1992), with the prin-
cipal question posed being: ‘How do family relationships
influence later life?".

The role, interrelationships and salience of family to older
people are explored through questions about: the availability
of family members for contact, closeness and support; the
importance of family relationships; the actual and anticipated
levels of practical, financial and emotional assistance; and lev-
els of satisfaction and attitudes about intergenerational rela-
tionships. The main focus is on parents and children across
the generations, and differences between men and women
are explored.

T he decisions people make about the direction of their

FAMILY INFLUENCE IN LATER LIFE

Settles (1993:8) suggests that most people have a rosy image
of their later life years — ‘they imagine being grandparents
living in comfort, visiting their children and grandchildren,
and travelling leisurely’ — and cautions that ill health,
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inadequate finances and family breakdown may turn out to
be the more faded reality.

According to Szinovacz and Ekerdt (1995:383), family cir-
cumstances are what define and structure later life: “The expe-
rience of retired life varies depending on the sort of kin
convoy that accompanies individuals over the retirement
process — whether people are married, have children and
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yn Later Life

grandchildren, have surviving parents, or rely on ties to
siblings’.

Young and Schuller (1991) envision a ‘third age’ encom-
passing men and women aged approximately 50-70 who will
no longer be bound by the rigid linear timings of education,
employment and retirement with their accompanying exclu-
sions and definitions of age-appropriate activity. Laslett (1989)
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characterises the later life period as an ‘era of personal fulfil-
ment’. This age group is sometimes described as the ‘young-
old’ as differentiated from the frail or ‘old-old’ age group
where incapacity and dependence is more common.

Family relationships across the generations can be influ-
enced by changes in family structure, shifts in values and atti-
tudes, and transitions (both normal and unexpected) in the
progression through the life course (Pearlin and Skaff 1996).
Bengston and Schrader (1982) have described ‘intergener-
tional solidarity’ between adult children and their parents as
dimensions of: ‘association’, or degree and patterns of con-
tact and activity; ‘affection’, or degree of closeness; ‘function’,
or levels of exchange; and ‘intergenerational family structure’,
or the number, type and geographical proximity of family
members.

These aspects of family contact, exchange and satisfac-
tion across the generations generate an understanding of the
role and relevance of family relationships for people in this
stage of later life.

HISTORICAL ENVIRONMENTS

Although as they age individual men and women will experi-
ence many life events unique to their personal circumstances,
people born in a particular year or period (an age cohort) will
also be influenced by the historical, cultural and social envi-
ronment of that time (Bunnage 1997). According to Matras
(1990), such shared ‘historical identities’ continue throughout
the life course and affect values, attitudes and common transi-
tions such as schooling, employment, marriage.

Oldest Respondents

The oldest respondents in the Institute’s Later Life Families
Study were aged 70, born in 1926. Their early childhood
would have been shadowed by the Great Depression and
their teenage years by World War II.

According to the closest census, in 1933, when they
were aged about ten, the Australian population was 6,629,836.
Compulsory schooling ended at age 14 and 12,135 people
attended university, around three-quarters of them men. The
average age at marriage for brides and bridegrooms was 25
and 28 respectively. Married women had on average 2.44 chil-
dren and 4 per cent of all children were ex-nuptial. There
was no National Child Endowment Scheme in place, but New
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South Wales paid a child allowance of up
to five shillings a week to families whose
income did not reach three pounds over
the basic wage. In this Depression year
unemployment was at 12 per cent and men
made up 75 per cent of the workforce.
Those who were employed worked an
average 45 hours a week excluding over-
time. (Commonwealth Bureau of Census
and Statistics (1938) Yearbook of the
Commonwealth of Australia 1938, No. 31,
Canberra.)

These oldest respondents would have
entered marriage and become parents in
the post-war years, being the age of the
parents of the study’s youngest respon-
dents. In their early married years, many
families would not have had cars or wash-
ing machines, and listening to the radio
would have provided much entertainment.
Breadwinner fathers and housewife moth-
ers would have been the typical parental
roles.

They would have watched their chil-
dren grow up in a world of rapidly chang-
ing values, behaviours, and educational
and employment opportunities. As they
themselves reached middle-age and later
life, male employment was fairly secure,
they would most probably have owned
their own homes and would have looked
forward to the safety-net of the aged
pension in retirement.

Youngest Respondents

The youngest respondents in the study
were aged 50, born in 1946 at the end of
World War II. If the war had not caused sad
losses of family members, they would
have grown up in the 1950s, a time often
considered the golden era of family life
when marriage was for life, when mothers
were homemakers and fathers were bread-
winners, when prosperity was on the rise
and the Queen was regularly toasted.

By the time the 50-year-old respon-
dents were aged ten in 1956, the
Australian population (at the 1954 Census
) had expanded to 8,986, 530. Compulsory
schooling ended generally at age 14,
except in New South Wales where the
leaving age was 15, and in Tasmania
where it was 16. Around half of all stu-
dents remained beyond the leaving age.
More than three-quarters (78 per cent) of
university students were still men. The
composition of the workforce, comprising
77 per cent men and 23 per cent women,
had not changed very much. Average
weekly hours worked had reduced to a
40-hour week, excluding overtime. In
these boom times, unemployment was 1.8
per cent.

In 1956, the average age of marriage for
brides remained at 25 and for grooms 28
years. The average number of births per
marriage was still fewer than three (2.76)
for married women, with ex-nuptial births
remaining at 4 per cent of all births. At the
time of birth, mothers now received a
Maternity Allowance of 15-17 pounds
depending on the number of children. A
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Child Endowment scheme (five shillings a
week for the first child and ten shillings a
week for each other child in a family) was
in place. For those born in 1946 the aver-
age life expectancy for men was 66 years
and for women 70 years. (Bureau of Cen-
sus and Statistics 1958)

Their early adult years and entry into
marriage and parenthood would have
coincided with Bob Dylan’s Times They are
a Changing — namely, the advent of pop-
ular television, the beginnings of femi-
nism, the availability of ‘the pill’, the easing
of divorce law, the expansion of tertiary
education, the globalisation of Australian
culture in people, food, music, clothing.
and the increased pluralism in values.

LATER LIFE FAMILIES STUDY

The Later Life Families Study, conducted by
the Australian Institute of Family Studies
during August-December 1996, was a
national random telephone survey of
households listed in the White Pages tele-
phone directories across Australia, using
the Institute’s CATI (Computer Assisted
Telephone Interviewing) system. House-
hold members aged 50-70 years were
invited to participate in the study. Partic-
ular attention was paid to obtaining a bal-
anced proportion of men and women.

Respondents comprised 721 people
aged 50-70 years. More than one-half (57
per cent) were women and 43 per cent
were men. More than one-half (55 per
cent) were aged 50-59 years and 45 per
cent were aged 60-70 years.

Overall, 71 per cent of respondents (76
per cent of men and 69 per cent of women)
were in a relationship and living with their
partner. Of these, 60 per cent were in a first
marriage, 9 per cent were remarried, and
3 per cent were in unmarried partner-
ships. Twelve per cent of respondents
were divorced, and 12 per cent were
widowed (15 per cent of women and 8
per cent of men). A small proportion of
respondents (5 per cent) had never
married.

All but 8 per cent of respondents or their
partners had children. Nearly two-thirds (62
per cent) had at least one grandchild. Nev-
ertheless, despite projected longer life
expectancies for present generations, just
over one-third of all respondents had any
living parents. Of those who were married
at the time of interview, 71 per cent did not
have any living parents-in-law.

Reflecting educational patterns of a few
decades ago, 55 per cent of women and 42
per cent of men had left school at Year 10
or earlier. Overall, 49 per cent of respon-
dents said they were in the workforce (62
per cent of men and 39 per cent of
women). Approximately 41 per cent of all
respondents (34 per cent of men and 47
per cent of women) described themselves
as retired.

The definition of ‘retired’, particularly for
this generation of older women, was not
clear. For example, 19 per cent of women
who described themselves as retired also
indicated that they had never worked since
having children. For the purpose of this
paper, men and women are described as
‘in the workforce” and ‘not in the work-
force’ when workforce status is used as an
explanatory variable.

INFLUENCE OF FAMILY ON
LATER LIFE

Family, both immediate and extended,
will have a different role, meaning and
salience for individuals throughout their
personal lives. As people enter later life,
their family structure, relationships and
patterns of interaction are likely to change.

To explore some of the aspects of later
life family dynamics, respondents were
asked: ‘Have or will the needs of your chil-
dren or your parents or parents-in-law
influence your decisions about later life and
growing older?” ‘In what ways?’

Influence of Parents

Of those who had at least one living parent
or parent-in-law, one-third of all respon-
dents (27 per cent of men and 38 per cent
of women) explicitly stated that their later
life decisions were influenced in some
ways by the needs of the parental genera-
tion. However, references to the influence
of family were implicit in the responses of
the other two-thirds of respondents.

For men, neither their age, health, work
status, nor being from a non-English-speak-
ing background was associated with
whether they felt this way. Those with a
post-school qualification were most likely
to say their parents or parents-in-law had
some effect on their own later life plans.
For women, those aged under 60 and still
in the workforce were most likely to say
their parents’ situation would influence
their own later life plans.

Several themes emerged from responses
to the open-ended question of how
the needs of their parents affected
respondents’” own later life experiences
or expectations.

Preparing for the future

Awareness of the later life financial cir-
cumstances of their parents or parents-in-
law led some respondents to think more
carefully about their own financial future,
as the following comments illustrate.

‘My mother-in-law’s hard experience
convinced me to make good financial
planning for the future.’

‘They have prepared and made allowances
and provisions and they are not wealthy
but secure.’
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Overall, one-third (34 per cent) of all
respondents said they helped their parents
financially (see Table 1).

As one grows older, there is likely to be
increased awareness that the future is not
unlimited and health and energy may
diminish. Observations of their parents’ life
styles or health status in old age made
some respondents very aware of living
more fully in the present, or planning for
their later life.

You can see what their experience has
been and you plan in the light of that
experience.’

‘Their experiences made me change, to
burry up and do the things I wanted to do.’

‘My mother is very active. She inspires me,
and that is what I would like to do when I
am ber age.’

My busband’s parents live in a large house
and don’t want to leave. When we get
older, we want to make decisions like that
before it is too late’.

Responsibility for caring
and support
The care and support of elderly parents
was another common theme. Most studies
(ABS 1995; Arber and Ginn 1995; Finch
and Mason 1993; Kendig 1986) confirm
that, whether or not they are in the work-
force, women (mainly daughters) are the
major carers of elderly parents. Of the 19
per cent of respondents who were main
carers of an ill, elderly or disabled family
member, 75 per cent were women.
Thirty-four per cent of women and 27
per cent of men were caring for a mother
or stepmother; 6 per cent of both women
and men were caring for fathers or stepfa-
thers; around 7 per cent of men and
women were caring for parents-in-law.
Respondents’ plans were influenced by
the need to take care of or be available for
parents if assistance was needed.

T would like to travel, but this may be
constrained if they needed our help.’

Twould live within a reasonable distance
to always be there for ber.’

Little distinction appeared to be made
between parents and parents-in-law
when it came to taking responsibility for
caring.

If my mother in-law’s bealth deteriorates
Surther, we may need to make changes.’

If they [husband’s siblings] bave to take care
of my mum-in-law if she became ill, I feel
Twould have to do my share.’

As shown in Table 1, the majority of all
respondents, nearly two-thirds of men (63
per cent) and three-quarters (73 per cent)
of women said they gave their parents
practical support.
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Table 1 Reciprocity of support between generations

Emotional Financial Practical
Men% Women% Men% Women% Men% Women %
Support to adult children 87 94 76 70 79 85
Support from adult children 70 89 14 30 72 82
Support to parents/in-laws 71 75 & 34 63 73
Support from parents/in-laws 39 47 17 22 22 34

Influence of Children

As children become adults, intense
parental responsibility generally dimin-
ishes. However, concern and involvement
usually continue. Of all respondents with
children, one-third (32 per cent of men
and 36 per cent of women) specifically
indicated that their children’s needs
would or have already influenced their
later life decisions. Men who were
divorced or in a blended family were less
likely than other respondents to say their
adult children would affect their plans in
later life. Again, references to the influ-
ence of family were implicit in the
responses of the other two-thirds of
respondents.

Providing financial security

The financial circumstances of their chil-
dren had a major bearing on the deci-
sions of older people. Nearly three-quarters
(72 per cent) of all parents with adult chil-
dren were giving some financial assis-
tance to their children (Table 1).

In responses to questions about attitudes
to intergenerational support, 82 per cent of
all respondents agreed that parents should
help their adult children financially if nec-
essary. The following comments reflect
these feelings.

T would like to insure their security.’

‘We’re trying to make sure they are self-suf-
Sficient. And if not, then we will have to
make sure that there is something left for
them.’

For some parents, there was the
assumption that their plans included pro-
vision of ongoing support for a more vul-
nerable child. For example, 18 per cent of
parents indicated that one of their children
had long-term health problems. For others,
as the following comments suggest, there
was also recognition that the current eco-
nomic climate could make their children’s
future uncertain.

Twill bave to look after them financially if
my son remains unemployed. And there’s
not much chance be will find a job. There
are no jobs.’

‘The youngest one may need help. I will
always have a little bit of cash available
for ber.’

Being a close family
The importance of remaining close as a
family for pleasure and support, including

within geographical proximity, was an
example of how children affected their
plans for later life. Being able to help their
children was, for many parents, the primary
consideration.

If they need us close we wouldn’t move,
we’d like to stay and belp.’

1t will depend on what level of support
they require, and being in proximity to
them.’

Around 81 per cent of all parents, sig-
nificantly more mothers (89 per cent) than
fathers (70 per cent), said they provided
children with emotional support or advice.
Overall, 82 per cent of parents — mothers
and fathers fairly equally — provided
adult children with practical support
(Table D).

Approximately 62 per cent of respon-
dents were grandparents. Being a grand-
parent was important to nearly all
grandparents (97 per cent). Around 70
per cent of grandparents (more grand-
mothers than grandfathers) were in touch
with their grandchildren at least once a
week. For some respondents, being able
to maintain contact with grandchildren
influenced decisions about moving.

‘Looking after children and grandchil-
dren is important. It would be difficult to
move away and stuff like that.’

Twould like to be around to advise, to love,
to encourage and to be there for all the
grandchildren.’

Balancing Reciprocity

In the discussion on how the needs of
respondent’s parents and children can
influence their later life experiences, the
focus has mainly been the support and
care they want or feel obligated to pro-
vide. However, the importance of family
in later life expectations was two-sided,
encompassing the concept of reciprocity —
that of giving and of receiving support.
According to Finch and Mason
(1993:163), such experience ‘forms part of
people’s image of what constitute’s a fam-
ily’. For example, when respondents were
asked who they would turn to if they
became ill or needed care, over one-quar-
ter of parents (26 per cent) said they
would turn to a son and 41 per cent
would turn to a daughter. Probably
because of age and health factors, only a
small proportion of men and women
would turn to their parents or parents-in-
law. About 14 per cent of respondents
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would, however, turn to a sister or sister-
in-law (Table 2).

Table 1 shows that in terms of more
general support, over three-quarters of
parents (78 per cent) said their children
provided them with practical support.
Adult children were also sources of emo-
tional support and advice for the majority
(81 per cent) of parents.

Three-quarters of all respondents agreed
that ‘adult children should help their par-
ents financially if they need it’. At the time
of interview only around one-quarter of
parents (23 per cent) received financial
assistance from their adult children (see
Table 1).

Whether emotional, practical or finan-
cial, mothers were significantly more likely
than fathers to turn to and to receive sup-
port and assistance from their adult chil-
dren. (The implications of parental divorce
for intergenerational exchange is discussed
in Christine Millward’s article elsewhere in
this issue of Family Matters.)

As shown in Table 1, respondents’ older
parents were also a source of support.
Around 43 per cent of men and women
received emotional support and advice
from their parents, 19 per cent received
financial assistance, and 28 per cent prac-
tical assistance. Despite this reliance on
parents and children, the first person that
married or partnered people would turn to
for assistance in most of these situations
was a spouse; this was the case particularly
for men (Table 2).

For some parents, an important aspect
of how their children influenced later life
decisions was the notion of not being a
burden to them.

‘I would not want to have to live with my
children or burden them in later life.’

‘It means taking children’s needs into
account, not moving in with them, not
interfering with what they want to do.’

Although more than half (51 per cent)
of respondents, significantly more men
than women, agreed that ‘children should
let ageing parents live with them if they
needed to’, and 56 per cent disagreed
with the statement ‘it is not the responsi-
bility of adult children to take care of
elderly parents’, only 13 per cent of respon-
dents, equally men and women, indicated
they would want to move in with their chil-
dren if they found they couldn’t manage
living on their own in later life.

Perhaps women were less likely to
think that their children should let them live
with them because women, traditionally
the main carers of elderly parents, recog-
nise the potential burden that such care can
entail and would not wish such a respon-
sibility on their own children.

These responses reflect what a number
of researchers have described as the desire
for ‘intimacy at a distance’ (Rowland 1992)
between older parents and their adult chil-
dren, and indicate a desire on the part of
parents to retain their independence and
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turn to

Ifill To confide in

Men Women Men Women
% % % %
Spouse/partner 65 45 65 42
Daughter 29 50 14 35
Son 21 30 8 18
Sister/in-law 13 15 6 12
Female friend 7 14 8 31
Male friend 7 4 15 4

autonomy, particularly in relation to living
arrangements and intensive caregiving,
while at the same time maintaining
close relationships with their children
(Aldous 1987; Kendig 1986; Finch and
Mason 1993).

SALIENCE OF FAMILY

Time spent with family and satisfaction
with family relationships are other vital
indicators of how important family life is
for people in later life.

As Marshall, Matthews and Rosenthal
(1993) observe, family members can expe-
rience a range of emotions regarding the
amount and intensity of intergenerational
contact expected and desired. These feel-
ings are often influenced by personal val-
ues and social beliefs about the nature of
kin relationships and obligations (Finch
and Mason 1993; Johnson 1995). Differ-
ences in income, social class, health, age
and previous family involvement are other
influences on patterns of family and non-
family contact (Troll, Miller and Atchley
1979).

Respondents seemed to appreciate their
role as a family member and the support
that family gives to each other. Nearly all
men and women agreed that family mem-
bers ‘really get along well with each other’
(96 per cent) and that family members
‘really help and support each other’ (93 per
cent).

Of course, family was less a source of
pleasure for some like the 8 per cent of
those who agreed that ‘family members
seem to avoid contact with one another”.
Those who were married tended to report
higher levels of family togetherness.

Family Contact

Almost all respondents, both men and
women equally, agreed that ‘parents and
adult children should stay in touch on a
regular basis’. As shown in Table 3, when
asked how important to their everyday
life was contact with family members, a
significantly higher proportion of women
(84 per cent) than men (65 per cent) indi-
cated it was ‘very important’.

Table 4 shows that the amount of time
they had with family was considered
‘enough’ for almost 60 per cent of both
men and women, while 40 per cent
thought they did not have enough time.
Only five people said the amount of time
with family was ‘too much’.

The importance of family and amount
of time spent with family may be influ-
enced by marital status. While those who
are married will have their partner for
companionship, separation, divorce and
widowhood may either increase contact
with extended family or result in isolation
(Bengston, Rosenthal and Burton 1990).
It has been suggested that people who
have never married or who are widowed
may turn more to friends and community
activities, particularly women (Turner
1994).

Compared with half of the women who
had never married, the majority of women
who were married (86 per cent), divorced
(72 per cent), and widowed (95 per cent)
indicated that contact with family was very
important. Higher proportions of men both
married (69 per cent) and never married
(71 per cent) considered family contact
very important in contrast to those who
were divorced (53 per cent) or widowed
(43 per cent). Divorced men and women
were also most likely to feel there was not
enough time with family.

For those no longer in the workforce,
retirement may generate more time for

Table 3 Importance of contact with family, friends, community*
% Men % Women
Very Somewhat  Notatall Very Somewhat  Notatall
important  important  important  important  important  important
Family 65 31 4 84 15 1
Friends 45 49 6 55 43 2
Community 28 52 20 36 50 14

* Importance of each item asked as a separate question

Table 4 Amount of time with family, friends and for self *

% Men % Women
Enough Too much  Not enough Enough Too much  Not enough
With family 57 1 42 62 0 38
With friends 71 1 28 79 0 21
For yourself 67 8 25 74 4 22

* Importance of each item asked as a separate question
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other activities including family involve-
ment. Of those who were retired, 37 per
cent of men and 47 per cent of women said
that since retirement they had spent more
time with family. Men who were still in the
workforce were more likely than women,
many of whom would be working part-
time, to indicate that they did not have
enough time for family.

Women were also more likely than men
to give family-related reasons for retirement
decisions, such as ‘to spend more time with
family’ (14 per cent), ‘to care for family
members’ (11 per cent), or ‘the retirement
of their partner’ (13 per cent). Negligible
numbers of men gave these reasons.

Friends and Community

Although contact with family members
clearly took precedence over that of friends
and community involvement for respon-
dents, nevertheless friends were an impor-
tant social resource for many men and
women in later life.

Friends were particularly central for
women. For example, female friends were
turned to as someone to confide in by
nearly one-third (31 per cent) of women,
whereas only 15 per cent of men would turn
to a male friend as a confidant (Table 2).

Overall, 55 per cent of women and 45
per cent of men considered contact with

At this older stage

in their lives the

majority of men and
women seem to have achieved some

balance in their lives between time for
family, friends, community and self.

friends to be very important (Table 3).
Three-quarters of men and women indi-
cated that there was enough time in their
lives for friends (Table 4). Marital status was
not a significant factor in the relative impor-
tance placed on contact with friends,
although widowed women were most
likely to rate contact with friends as ‘very
important’.

As shown in Table 3, more than 80 per
cent of men and women felt community
involvement was at least somewhat
important.

At this stage in their lives, the majority
of men and women seem to have achieved
some balance in their lives between time
for family, friends, community and self.
Two-thirds of men and three-quarters of
women, for example, indicated that the
amount of personal time for self was
enough. Nevertheless, when it came to
not having enough time, it was generally
more time with family that was desired
(Table 4).
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LIFE SATISFACTION AND
ATTITUDES TOWARDS
THE FUTURE

At the age of 50, the prospect of growing
old becomes more imminent. Retirement
from paid work and the intensity of child
rearing as children have left home usually
necessitates a rethinking or reorganisa-
tion of time and daily patterns of activities.
For many, the years after 50 will also coin-
cide with changes in health, and post-
retirement may bring changes in income
status. In these decades many will experi-
ence the death of their elderly parents
and some who are married will experience
widowhood.

Given these life course transitions and
their ability to affect life satisfaction (Kendig
1986; Brubaker 1990; Szinovacz, Ekerdt
and Vinick 1992), respondents were asked
several questions about their sense of sat-
isfaction with various aspects of their lives
and their feelings about the future.

Life Satisfaction

Table 5 shows that, overall, 93 per cent of
men and women in this age group said
they were satisfied with
their life as a whole.
More specifically, simi-
lar proportions of men
and women (91 per cent)
were satisfied with the
sense of purpose and
meaning in their lives,
the extent to which they
were the kind of person
they would like to be (87
per cent), their personal
and emotional life (88
per cent), and their inde-
pendence and chance to
do what they want (94
per cent). For those who were married, 97
per cent of both men and women
described their relationship as very happy
or happy.

The differential impact of divorce and
widowhood on wellbeing in later life has
been documented (Arber and Ginn 1995;
Choi 1996). While there were no significant
differences overall between men and
women on these various dimensions of life
satisfaction, people who were divorced
tended to be least satisfied with the mean-
ing in their lives, and divorced men were
less satisfied with aspects of their per-
sonal and emotional life.

The relationship between satisfaction in
later life, health and income has been
explored in much of the later life literature
(McCallum and Geiselhart 1996; Szino-
vacz and Ekerdt 1995; Long and Mancini
1990; Teshuva 1994).

Overall, financial security did not
appear to be a major concern for the
majority of respondents — 94 per cent of

both men and women rated their standard
of living as satisfactory. When asked to
describe their current financial situation,
59 per cent of all respondents said they
were managing well or very well,
although men (64 per cent) were signifi-
cantly more likely than women (54 per
cent) to feel this way. Nearly one-third of
respondents (32 per cent) indicated they
were coping financially — namely, that
they had some money left but it mainly
went on irregular bills. Ten per cent of
men and women found their financial situ-
ation quite or extremely difficult and had
no money left over at the end of the week,
or were spending more than they had.

Approximately three-quarters of both
men and women rated their health status
as good, 19 per cent as fair, and 6 per cent
as poor. Health status appeared to have an
influence on aspects of life satisfaction;
those men and women who described
their health as poor were less satisfied
with their life as a whole than those who
rated their health as good.

Attitudes Towards the Future

While more than two-thirds of men and
women (69 per cent) were mostly positive
about the future and few were mostly
negative, just over one-quarter said they
had mixed feelings (Table 6). Nearly all (94
per cent) of men and women agreed with
the statement ‘I will have plenty to keep me
occupied when I am old’. However, over
one-third (38 per cent) agreed that they
were concerned about being alone. Those
who rated their health as poor were less
confident about the future and being able
to do things for themselves.

When asked what were the major pres-
sures they faced in their life at this point,
the most common responses were: con-
cerns about the health of a family mem-
ber; concerns about their own health as
they aged (particularly the costs of health
care); their own financial security; and
their children’s and grandchildren’s future
employment prospects and financial
security. Shanahan’s (1994) survey of

Table 5 Selected aspects of life

satisfaction (% mainly

satisfied)
Men% Women %
Life as a whole 92 94
Purpose/meaning in life 90 92
Personal/emotional life 86 90
Way handle problems 94 95
Table 6 Selected attitudes
towards the future
Men% Women %
Feel mainly positive about
the future 67 71
Agree have plenty to
occupy when old 91 96
Concerned about being
alone 40 37
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Australian’s attitudes to ageing and wellbe-
ing also found that physical decline and
finances were major concerns of people
aged 55-75, and that those who were in
better health were more positive about the
future.

The high levels of satisfaction and pos-
itive outlook described by this sample of
men and women may be related to their
place in the ‘Third Age’, the years between
50-70 when, for the majority of respon-
dents, their health was good, their income
was adequate, there was the capacity to
engage in family and community activities,
and the debilitating illnesses and personal
losses associated with frail old age were still
in the future.

People over 50 have entered later life
from a period of time in Australia when
there was high employment, greater job
security, high home ownership, and tertiary
education for their children was less expen-
sive. These circumstances may contribute
to the fairly high levels of satisfaction with
their current standard of living or financial
coping, and their concerns for the future
for themselves and their children.

In their study of successful ageing,
Baltes and Carstensen (1986) suggest that
definitions or perceptions of life satisfac-
tion comprise different dimensions
throughout the life course and people
adapt to changed circumstances.

CONCLUSION

For the majority of men and women aged
50-70 years, family across the generations
was important and contact with family was
frequent. Although only one-third of men
and women and said specifically that their
own parents or their children would influ-
ence later life decisions and activities, the
majority of all respondents reported partici-
pating in a substantial amount of reciprocal
support and valued family contact.

Being geographically close in order to
take responsibility for care and support as
well as for companionship, and to provide
financial assistance, were the major ways
that family influenced later life decisions.
Elderly parents sometimes provided
respondents with a model (either to follow
or to modify) of how to live in old age,
particularly to prepare for their financial
future and not to become a burden on their
children.

Parents provided and expected to con-
tinue to provide emotional, practical and
financial support to their adult children,
and in many cases for grandchildren. An
oft-stated concern was to be able to ensure
some financial security for children who
may have an uncertain employment future.
For those with older parents, being avail-
able to provide care was more dominant
than providing financial support. Never-
theless, there was also a sense among
respondents with children, who also had
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the experience of watching their own par-
ents age, that it was important not to be too
dependent on family for care and support
in old age. Intimacy without dependence
appeared to be what was desired.

Overall, life appeared to be satisfac-
tory for the majority of those aged 50-70
years. However, for those with health
problems, income insecurity, and who
were alone without close family, many
aspects of their lives were less than satis-
factory and they were less positive about
the future. For these people decisions and
expectations about later life are likely to be
more problematic.

Major pressures in their lives centred on
concerns about their own health and the
health of family members and their own
and their children’s future financial secu-
rity. Such concerns have implications for
many aspects of public policy — the way
health and rehabilitative care is delivered,
housing and care accommodation options,
home help for a range of personal and
home maintenance needs, and employ-
ment and retirement income policies.

Changed patterns of marriage, divorce
and remarriage experienced by people on
the verge of entering later life are likely to
have different consequences for family
relationships and support between
generations from respondents in the study
who are already aged 50-70 years. Such
changed patterns will generate new chal-
lenges for future public policy decisions.
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