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Relational Resources and Older Adults

The construct of social support has received a great deal of attention in the

adult development and gerontological literatures and is widely recognized as a

critical aspect of successful aging and well-being in mid-to-late life (Krause,

1987; Krause, 1997; Martire, Schultz, Mittlemark, & Newsom, 1999; Rowe &

Kahn, 1998).  Other key facets of later-life social relations have also been studied,

such as older adults’ social networks (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987; Carstensen,

1992), intergenerational relations (Bengtson, 2001), attachment (Magai, Cohen,

Milburn, Thorpe, McPherson, & Peralta, 2001), and older adults’ provision of

support to others (Krause & Shaw, 2000).  However, frequently these components

are studied in isolation from one another, suggesting the need for a more

integrated model of social relations in late adulthood.

The purpose of this working paper is to apply a theoretical model of

women’s psychological development, relational/cultural theory, to the study of

social relations among older adults of both genders.  This paper does not provide

an exhaustive discussion of relational/cultural theory (see instead Jordan, Kaplan,

Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991; Jordan, 1997), nor does it identify all the possible

areas of overlap between this theory and other models of social relations in later

life.  Rather, it focuses on the perhaps more interesting areas of “underlap” –

those places where relational/cultural theory is potentially valuable in developing
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a more integrated understanding of later-life social relations.  In particular, I will

highlight two of the theory’s contributions: the differentiation between three

spheres of what I call “relational resources” (relational belief systems, relational

skill, and relational practice), and the identification of specific relationship

characteristics that may be influential in successful aging.

Relational/Cultural Theory

Relational/cultural theory, developed by theorists at the Stone Center at

Wellesley College, is a model of women’s psychological development which

stresses that optimal growth and development occur in the context of relationships

and connections with others (Miller, 1976; Jordan et al., 1991; Jordan, 1997).

This central tenet of the theory -- that connections to and relationships with others

(in particular “ongoing, growth-fostering connections”) are the “ultimate goal” of

psychological development -- stands in opposition to many traditional (and

contemporary) psychological theories positing the task of separation-

individuation from others as the “ultimate goal” of development.  Interestingly,

though, this “growth-in-connection” model is more harmonious with certain areas

of gerontological inquiry underscoring the salience of relational issues – and the

increased importance of social relations -- as people of both genders age.  This is

not to suggest that development “trumps” gender – that men and women are
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