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The aging of the U.S. “baby boomer” generation,
those men and women born between 1946 and
1964, will have a profound impact on many
sectors of society, not the least of which is the
labor force.  According to federal census
projections, the year 2015 will see 31.9 million
adults aged 55+ in the workplace, and these
“older workers” will account for 20% of the labor
force (United States General Accounting Office,
2001).  Given the various implications of an aging
labor force, research on older workers has focused
on a variety of topics including physical health
(Ross & Mirowsky, 1995; Ruchlin & Morris, 1992),
retirement decision-making (Ekerdt, Hackney,
Kosloski, & DeViney, 2001; Kosloski, Ekerdt, &
DeViney, 2001), cognitive aging (Salthouse, 1995;
Salthouse, Hambrick, Lukas, & Dell, 1996) and
workplace interventions (Farr, Tesluk, & Klein,
1998; Sterns & Camp, 1998).  This paper describes
an exploratory study concerned — at the broadest
level — with the interpersonal behavior of older
workers and — more specifically — with their
beliefs about social relations with co-workers.

Gerontology’s traditional focus on social support
and social networks has greatly enriched our
understanding of the social lives of older adults
(Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987; Carstensen, 1992;
Carstensen, 1993; Krause, 1987; Krause, 1997;
Martire, Schultz, Mittlemark, & Newsom, 1999).
There is general agreement about the increased
importance of social relations and social support
as people age (Hansson & Carpenter, 1990; Hogg
& Keller, 1991; Rowe & Kahn, 1998), and the
workplace has been described as a “major social
support system” for older workers (Schaie, 1998)
in its provision of social roles and interpersonal
contact (Warr, 1994; Warr, 1998).  However, we
know relatively little about how these resources
are experienced by older workers or how they
influence and are influenced by work/retirement

decisions, economic security, physical health, and
emotional well-being.  Likewise, while research in
the area of social cognition in aging has
underscored the importance of older adults’
beliefs and perceptions about their social lives
(e.g., Blanchard-Fields & Abeles, 1996), this field
of inquiry has not extended into the world of
work.

We also know relatively little about how other
facets of later-life social relations (i.e., those that
transcend the traditional focus on social support
and social networks) might relate to well-being
and labor force participation.  As I argue
elsewhere (Noonan, 2001), a more multi-faceted
and integrated approach is critical to our
understanding of the lives of older adults, in
general, and in specific settings such as the
changing workplace. The foundation for such an
approach has emerged recently in the literature.
Examples include Krause and Shaw’s (2000)
examination of older adults as providers of support
to others (rather than recipients); Lang’s (2001)
investigation of actual behaviors associated with
social networks and social support (which he calls
“relationship regulation”); and Carstensen and
colleagues’ (Carstensen, 1993; Carstensen,
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999) demonstration that a
limited future time perspective can explain
reductions in older adults’ social networks and
their increased preference for “emotionally
meaningful” relationships.

Additional steps towards a more multi-faceted
model have appeared in the emerging literature
on what Abraham and Hansson (1995) have called
successful workplace aging.  There is ample
evidence, for example, that older workers
experience higher levels of job satisfaction and
commitment to work organizations than younger
workers (Warr, 1998).  It is also likely that many
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adults aged 55+ possess the generative wish to
influence the lives of others (McAdams & de St.
Aubin, 1992), as found in older worker research
on mentoring (e.g., Farr et al., 1998).  Warr (1998)
has suggested that older workers may have less
interest in the “extrinsic” rewards of work and
more interest in “intrinsic” rewards, one of which
is relationships with co-workers.  House (1998)
has argued that older workers may exhibit
increased skill with regard to interpersonal
relations, and research on employer perceptions of
older workers strengthens this possibility
(Committee for Economic Development, 1999;
Farr et al., 1999). Further, Hansson and Carpenter
(1994) applied their model of relational
competence to the workplace and found
successful older workers to be high in sociability,
courteous towards others, and in control
emotionally.

Relational/Cultural Theory

Consistent with the goal of a more multi-faceted
approach to later-life social relations, this paper
employs a well-known model of women’s
psychological development — Relational/
Cultural Theory — to examine the interpersonal
aspects of the work lives of older women and
men.  A central tenet of Relational/Cultural
Theory is that optimal development occurs in the
context of relationships with others which are
frequently culturally defined (Jordan, Kaplan,
Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991; Jordan, 1997; Miller,
1976; Miller & Stiver, 1997; Walker, 1999).  While
this theory has not yet been applied to
mainstream gerontology, it is consistent with
gerontology’s recognition of the importance of
relationships for both genders as they age.

Two contributions of Relational/Cultural Theory
are particularly useful in expanding our under-
standing of later-life social relations at work and
more generally.  First is the delineation of specific

“growth-fostering” characteristics of relationships
– in addition to the social support they provide –
that are influential in development (Jordan et al.,
1991; Liang, Tracy, Taylor, Williams, Jordan, &
Miller, 2002).   These theoretically derived, empiri-
cally validated relationship characteristics are
described under the umbrella term of “relational
health” (Liang et al., 2002).  For example, the
characteristic of Engagement encompasses a sense
of closeness in relationships, a feeling of belong-
ing and being understood, the experience of
personal growth though relationships, and the
sense of receiving support.  The characteristic of
Empowerment/Zest involves feeling uplifted by
relationships, experiencing increased self-worth,
changing for the better, and coming to know
oneself better through relationships.  Authenticity
incorporates the freedom to be honest and one’s
true self in relationships, the ability to deal with
conflict, and the sense of being valued as a whole
person.  Underpinning each of these characteris-
tics is the notion of mutuality, that development is
most enhanced when all parties in a relationship
experience these characteristics (Genero, Miller,
Surrey, & Baldwin, 1992).

A second contribution of Relational/Cultural
Theory, and one specifically tied to the workplace,
is the examination of multiple facets of interper-
sonal behavior.  Fletcher (1999), through direct
observation and in-depth interviews of younger
female professionals, differentiated between
relational beliefs, actual relational practices, and
the relational skills required to engage in those
practices.  At the level of relational beliefs (the
level of analysis used in this paper), Fletcher
identifies beliefs in the value of:  helping others;
contributing to others’ development; fostering
group and team life; maintaining work relation-
ships that are important to professional develop-
ment; and taking into account the feelings,
perspectives, and special qualities of co-workers.




