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AAAAAbstract

Purpose.  An exploratory study was conducted
to examine two interpersonal aspects of the
work lives of women and men aged 55+.

Design and Methods.  In-person interviews were
conducted with 45 older workers.  “Other-
orientation” was assessed qualitatively and via
scaled items.  “Emphasis on relational health”
was assessed projectively from participants’
work-life stories.

Results.  Several aspects of relational health
were emphasized in participants’ work-life
stories, but those higher in other-orientation
emphasized achievement over relational health.
There were no significant gender differences in
other-orientation or in emphasizing relational
health.  Other-orientation had a borderline
association with race and social class, with high
scorers more likely to be White, more educated,
and of higher SES.

Implications.  Results: (1) show a high level of
integration of interpersonal and achievement
emphasis; (2) may point to a developmental
trend towards less gender differentiation in
work’s interpersonal aspects; and (3) suggest
that social location may be a dimension along
which interpersonal factors can vary.

Key Words: Interpersonal aspects of work,
relational theory, social cognition
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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.
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Drawing from both of these contributions of
Relational/Cultural Theory, this paper focuses on
two thus-far unexplored constructs in older
worker research: relational health and beliefs
associated with the value of being attuned to
others at work, what I call “other-orientation.”
Given that this study is based upon a theory of
women’s psychological development but investi-
gates women and men, gender is a central concern
throughout my three research questions: (1) to
what extent do older workers value an orientation
towards others at work and what limitations or
exceptions do they place upon such an orienta-
tion?; (2) to what extent do older workers empha-
size relational health in their work-life histories
and what specific aspects of relational health do
they describe as important?; and (3) how do these
two facets of interpersonal behavior relate to one
another?

Methods

Recruitment

Participants were recruited from a single
employment services agency located in a large
urban area.  In order to be eligible for the study,
participants had to be 55 years of age or older,
proficient in reading and speaking English, and,
consistent with Bureau of Labor Statistics
definitions of the labor force, employed or
actively seeking employment (United States
General Accounting Office, 2001).  Letters
describing the study were sent to all agency
clients aged 55+ (n = 459), and interested
recipients were encouraged to contact the
Principal Investigator (PI) by telephone or via a
postage-paid card enclosed in the mailing.
Informational flyers were also made available in
the agency’s front lobby.  Of the 68 people who
responded within the first several weeks of
recruitment, 45 individuals were eligible and
chose to participate in the study.  Of the 23 who
did not participate, three were deemed ineligible,

three were no longer interested after receiving
more information, three could not be reached with
the contact information they provided, six were
unable to schedule an appointment within the
data collection time frame, and eight could not be
reached within the data collection time frame.

Procedures

Interview appointments were made during a
scheduling call and confirmation letters and
informed consent documents were mailed to
participants immediately after the call.  Reminder
calls were made the day before each appointment.
All interviews were conducted by the PI at a
location of the participants’ choosing: at a private
office at the research institution (31% of
interviews); in a meeting room of the employment
services agency involved in recruitment (29%); in
a public library meeting room (24%); at the
participant’s place of employment (9%); or in the
participant’s home (7%).

Due to the open-ended nature of much of the
interview protocol, interview duration ranged
from 30 minutes to two hours, with an average of
1 1/2 hours.  The protocol consisted of five
sections: Informed consent, participation in the
Work-Life Story Interview (adapted from
McAdams et al.’s Life-Story Interview (2001),
administration of the relational beliefs items,
participant elaboration on their responses to the
relational beliefs items, and completion of a
written questionnaire assessing various
demographic and descriptive variables.  There
were two parts to the Work-Life Story segment of
the interview: Major Chapters (in which
participants organized the major parts of their
paid work lives into “chapters” and described
each chapter) and Significant Scenes (in which
participants told their work- life high point (“most
wonderful moment”), low point (“the worst
moment”), and turning point (“an episode in
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which you had a significant change in your
understanding of yourself”).  Interviews were
conducted with 45 participants and written
transcripts were prepared from the audiotapes.

Sample Characteristics

Table 1 provides sample characteristics.  Some
57% of the sample was made up of women and
69% were White.  Age ranged from 55 to 77, with

 a mean of 62, and 71% had historically been
involved in professional-level careers.  Average
annual family income was around $50,000, and
average education level was slightly over a
Bachelor’s degree. With regard to subjective
socioeconomic status (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, &
Ickovics, 2000) in which participants were asked
to rate their job, income, and education on a scale
of one to 10, the average rating was 6.60.

Table 1.  Sample Characteristics (n = 42)

Variable                                             Coding                                            Sample
                                       Characteristics
                                              (n, %)

Gender                                                 0 = male                                              18 (42.9%)
                                                1 = female                                           24 (57.1%)

Race/Ethnicity                                                 0 = White                                            29 (69%)
                                                1 = Nonwhite1                                                                13 (31%)

Age                                                 range 55 – 77                                  M = 61.92, SD = 5.19

Highest                                                 1 = some high school                            1 (2.4%)
Education Level                                                 2 = high school                                     1 (2.4%)

                                                3 = some college                                   8 (19.0%)
                                                4 = bachelor’s                                     13 (31.0%)
                                                5 = master’s                                        17 (40.5%)
                                                6 = doctorate                                        2 (4.8%)

                                           M = 4.19, SD = 1.04

Annual                                                 1 = < $10,000                                       3 (7.7%)
Family Income                                                 2 = $10,001 - $30,000                        15 (38.5%)

                                                3 = $30,001 - $50,000                          6 (15.4%)
                                                4 = $50,001 - $70,0003                            (7.7%)
                                                5 = $70,001 - $90,000                           3 (7.7%)
                                                6 = $90,001 - $110,000                         3 (7.7%)
                                                7 = $110,001 - $130,000                       3 (7.7%)
                                                8 = $130,001 - $150,000                       3 (7.7%)
                                                9 = > $150,000                                      3 (7.7%)

                                           M = 3.69, SD = 2.33

Historical                                                 1 = admin/sales supp.                            7 (18.4%)
Occupational Category                                                 2 = professional                                  27 (71.1%)

                                                3 = admin/manag                                  4 (10.5%)

Subjective SES                                                 scale 1 (low) - 10 (high)                  M = 6.60, SD = 2.00

Relational Health in                                                 0 = none                                              23 (66%)
Work-Life High Point                                                 1 = any                                                12 (34%)

Other-Orientation2                                                 0 = lowest third of distribution           14 (33%)
                                                1 = highest two thirds                         28 (67%)

1  Before dichotomization: 9 African-Americans,
    2 Asian-Americans, 1 Latino, 1 Native American

2  As continous variable, M = 3.35, SD = .46
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Measures

Other-orientation was a four-item measure
developed for this study and based upon several
relational beliefs identified by Fletcher (1999) in
her study of workplace relational behavior among
younger female professionals.  The four items
were: “Being aware of how other workers feel
about things is good for the workplace,” “Part of
being a good worker is noticing what’s special
about other workers,” “It’s important to under-
stand the perspectives or viewpoints of other
workers,” and “An important part of work is
helping people grow professionally.”  The re-
sponse format was 1 = never true; 2 = usually not
true; 3 = usually true; and 4 = always true.  Alpha
reliability was .74 which falls into DeVellis’
“respectable” range (1991, p. 85)

In order to maximize data collection on this
exploratory topic of older workers’ relational
beliefs, participants were also asked to elaborate
on their scaled other-orientation responses.  After
all items were administered and scored, the
interviewer repeated each item, reminded
participants of their answers, and then asked
them to elaborate (e.g., “The first item was ‘It’s
important to know how other workers feel about
things’ and you said ‘Usually true.’  Please
explain why you answered this way.”)  These
elaborations were then analyzed to examine what
limitations or exceptions participants would place
upon an orientation towards others.

Emphasis on relational health was assessed via
qualitative, projective data generated during the
“significant scenes” portion of the interview
eliciting work-life high points.  The PI coded each
high point story for relational emphasis, defined
as spontaneous mention of any “growth-fostering
characteristic” of social relations at work, a

definition rooted in Relational/Cultural Theory as
described above.  It should be noted that this
definition sets a fairly high bar for relational
content.  For example, stories about collaborating
with co-workers or being part of a team would
not constitute relational emphasis unless the
participant mentioned the impact of such.  For
each high point story, the PI assigned a
dichotomous coding of “yes” (for any relational
content in the story) or “no” (for no relational
content).  A trained coder independently repeated
the coding and, for the one case in which the two
coders did not agree, an expert in Relational/
Cultural Theory was consulted for clarification.
Just over one third (34%) of the participants for
whom this information was available described
work-life “high points” that met the criteria for
relational health.

Results

Research Question 1.  To what extent do older
workers value an orientation towards others at
work and what limitations or exceptions do they
place upon such an orientation?

The mean score across the other-orientation items,
with a possible range of 1 – 4, was 3.35 (SD = .46),
reflecting a relatively high degree of endorsement
of these items.  Due to the negative skew of the
score distribution, a dichotomous high/low
variable was created using a cut-point of 3.33 to
distinguish between the lower one-third (n = 14)
vs. upper two-thirds (n = 28) of participant scores.
As shown in Table 2, there were no significant
gender differences in this dichotomous other-
orientation measure, nor were there age, income,
or occupation differences.  However, other-
orientation did have a borderline association with
race, education, and subjective socioeconomic
status, with those in the higher group more likely
to be White, to have higher levels of education,
and to report higher levels of SES.

(C) 2003 Noonan, A. 
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Table 2.  Chi-Square and t Statistics for Demographic and Relational Variables

                  Relational Health Other-

                in Work-Life High Point Orientation

Gender                                     x2 = .015  x2 = 0.00

Race/

Ethnicity                                     x2 = .031  x2 = 3.57+

Age                                       t = 1.60   t = -.85

Employment Status

Education                                        t = -.08   t = -1.91+

Income                                        t = -.60                 t = -1.22

Subjective SES                                        t = 1.24   t = -1.71+

Occupation                                        t = .64   t = -1.43

Other-Orientation                                     x2 = 6.82**                      ___

* = p < .05, ** p < .01, *** = p< .001, + = p < .10

As described in the Methods section, asking
participants to explain/elaborate on their
responses to the other-orientation items yielded a
qualitative data set which allowed further
comparisons to be made between higher- and
lower-scoring participants.  Thematic content
analysis uncovered three areas of difference
between the two groups.  First, the lower-scoring
group more frequently mentioned limitations to
being oriented towards others than did the
higher-scoring group (x2(1, n = 34) = 15.07, p <

.001).  Second, lower-scoring participants were
more likely than higher-scoring participants to
assert that an orientation towards others was
primarily the job of management (x2 (1, n = 38)
= 4.61, p < .05).  Third, only participants in the
lower-scoring group tied a focus on others at
work to the potential for damage to one’s self
and one’s development.  Of note, the three
participants who did this were minority
women.
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work whatsoever.   Sometimes it really doesn’t
matter what they think.  They have to get the job
[done], the way it’s expected.”  A high-scoring
participant (White man) said: “There might be
some exceptions where, in a command and
control type thing, where the feelings simply
don’t count.”  Another participant (African-
American woman, low other-orientation) said:
 “It has nothing to do with the work, it has to do
with your feelings about what’s being done.”
Other participants (in both the higher- and lower-
scoring groups) described the potential for
counter-productivity in terms of a conflict
between supporting co-workers and supporting
clients or as damaging to the work environment
rather than to the work itself.  One participant
(White woman, high other-orientation) said:
“Sometimes... you can’t give as much support to
someone as you’d like... especially if you’re
running an organization... where people come for
services ... you are obliged to keep going.”
Another (White man, low other-orientation)
asserted that sometimes knowing how people feel
can affect the workplace in a “very demoralizing”
way.

Research Question 2.  To what extent do older
workers emphasize relational health in their
work-life histories and what aspects of relational
health do they describe as important?

Just over one third (34%) of the participants for
whom this information was available described
work-life “high points” that emphasized
relational health.  As Table 2 indicates, the
likelihood of doing so was not related to gender,
race, age, or any of the social class variables
(income, historical occupational category,
education level, or subjective SES), but again,
interpretation of these findings must be tempered
by the small sample size.

As one participant (African-American woman)
said:

“A lot of times you’re gonna find

employees that do not always feel

positive about what they’re doing.  And

if you let that interfere with you, it can

be ... detrimental.  And I believe

sometimes you just have to forget about

how other people feel ... and just

concentrate on yourself.   . . .I find that if

I concentrate on other people ... I  lose

focus on myself. . . .I would rather not

be like other people.  I want to be like

myself.”

Another (African-American woman) said:

Being a good worker, you have to know

yourself first.  You know what you have

to know, what your capabilities are ...

what your limitations are. . . .I mean,

that’s secondary, knowing someone

else’s strengths and weaknesses. . . .you

need to do something about your own.

Another participant (Asian-American woman)
described the danger of being influenced by other
people’s personal problems.  She also claimed,
“If you pay too much attention about others’
specialties, [it] will influence your attitude and ...
you may have a negative feeling.  You may as well
concentrate [on] what you can do.”

Otherwise, the lower- and higher-scoring groups
were thematically similar in the exceptions and
conditions they raised.  For example, the notion
that an orientation towards others was potentially
counter-productive and irrelevant to the work at
hand was a predominant theme for both groups.
Some participants described this in very strong
terms.  One participant (White man, low other-
orientation) said: “Frankly, what the employees
think about some things has no bearing on the

(C) 2003 Noonan, A. 
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A supportive workplace environment, including a
sense of camaraderie, was described by another
participant (White man) who went on to note the
rarity of such an environment.

...all my years at [company] ...were

probably the most rewarding, not only

financially but just emotionally

rewarding because of the camaraderie

with people.  I think it helped set in my

mind a good foundation of what can be

accomplished in the business

environment with cooperation and

understanding... .In other positions I

had, I never really had that feeling of

togetherness with people or ...their

concern for your well-being or their

concern for your advancement.  Just

never found it [again].

Camaraderie was also mentioned by a White male
participant, a self-described inner-city “street
guy” turned corporate manager, who
incorporated a sense of belonging into his high
point story.

I think one of the most wonderful

moments in my life was when I had

made 10 years at [company].  I think

about the ceremony, I think about the

pictures that I still have, the

handshaking that went on, the

camaraderie.  When I think about that, I

gotta call that the high point because it

... meant that I belonged to something.

You know, just like I belong to the gym,

I belong to the street corner.  It was a

The theme of receiving support from others at
work was raised by several older workers, and it
is important to note that all of these were White.
One participant (White woman) named as her
high point “working in the restaurant because it
got me into a network of people who have helped
me survive, that is mentally and spiritually,
through hard times.”  Another participant (White
man) described the support received from his
company and co-workers when his wife was
diagnosed with a terminal illness.

Sort of left me amazed that a company

could, well it was all very positive....

And the amount of slack I was

cut....And people volunteered to step in

and make connections for me that I

couldn’t make for myself.  Like you’re

always looking for second opinions and

you can’t get to the people you want to

get to.... Still amazing.

Another participant (White woman) mentioned
the support received from a dedicated mentor, but
also invoked the importance of feeling recognized
at work and being influenced by others.

It wasn’t so significant in the work I

accomplished but it was somebody

saying to me ‘You’re a great worker,

you’re outstanding.’  And so I would

say the high point was...working for her

and having her for a mentor. . . . She

changed my life.  And she gave me a lot

of support when my mother was sick.  I

mean, she would talk to me for hour...

on her own time. . . .She was [a] ... very

good person and always would ... listen

to your ideas.  She trained you to have

your own ideas.
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sense of belonging ... that I had achieved

something.... There was no monetary

reward here.  The rewards were more

psychological, and it was more of a

tribute that I had done something that I

had never done in my life.

In the high point stories of these last two (White
male) participants, the relational content (i.e.,
cooperation, understanding and concern; a sense
of belonging) stands out because it is in stark
contrast to experiences of relational woes or
disconnection that both men had known
throughout their work histories (“just never found
it again,”  “something I had never done it my
life”).  This theme of connection in contrast to
disconnection is also a prominent feature of the
high point stories told by two of the African-
American women, whose stories also describe the
importance of being recognized for their work.
One described the following:

Well, I think the highpoint was when I

finished cosmetoloty school...because

before that ...things didn’t work for

me.... On my diploma [fellow students]

people said ...that they enjoyed

working with me ... that it was ... an

honor to work with me.  Because I treat

people so well, and I listen to people....

They appreciated me.

Another African-American woman, whose high
point came relatively late in a work life marked by
profound disconnection, said:

The high point was ... during my

internship when I was chosen to go out

and speak on behalf of the seniors of the

[agency] ... that was my high point

because somebody recognized the

qualities in me and thought enough of

me to represent someone else, my

organization.

Generativity was another prominent theme in this
sample of older workers.  One White female
participant told a high point story which
combined the “symbolic immortality” and
“concern for others” aspects of generativity
(McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) with the sense of
being recognized and appreciated:

The most significant moment is ... when

I went back to find out that they had

carried on the work that has started in

[Latin American country]. . . .That and ...

when I was there ... they gave me a

party, all of the parents of the ... special

needs people ... and they gave me this

little thing that I put on the wall and

they said that they really appreciated all

the work that I had done for them

because before I came nobody even

knew they existed.

Generativity was also described by three
participants who had worked as high school
teachers.  A female Asian-American participant
said:

I think I did something really

wonderful... even now when I talk

about it I feel really good about it.
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Research Question 3.  How are other-orientation
and relational health related?

As shown in Table 3, the older workers who
scored higher in other-orientation were
less likely to tell a work-life high point
emphasizing relational health (x2 (1, n = 35) = 6.82,
p < .01). Table 3 also indicates that nearly half of
the participants for whom these data were
available fell into one cell: high other-orientation/
no relational emphasis.  The other half of
participants were scattered throughout the
remaining three cells.  Thus, the most common
profile for older workers in this study consisted of
who valued an orientation towards others at work
but did not emphasize relational health when
telling their work-life high points.  Instead,
further thematic content analysis indicates that
the respondents in this profile overwhelmingly
told work-life high points of achievement and
success, and there were three subtypes of stories.

One White man said:

There were many high points.

[Teaching] is certainly a satisfying

occupation. . . .Personal interaction often

times will give you a tremendous high.

Just having a former student knock on

the door and tell you how he’s doing. . .

And finding out maybe that you’d

written a letter or said a few words that

helped that kid out ... turn the direction

for the best.

An African-American man told about hearing at a
teachers’ meeting that a local university’s pre-
engineering program was recruiting inner-city
high school students.  He enrolled a student
whose single mother had previously asked him to
keep an eye out for the child.

Three of the ... troublemakers ... I turn

them around.  Later ... they got into

university.  They have some kind of

accomplishment. . . . I spent time to talk

to them about their family.  And ... no

point to just goof around and waste

your years and ... how important to go

ahead with your own life.  Your destiny

is in your own hand.

They wanted a teacher to pick out ... the

best kids. . . .He wasn’t the best kid

academically but ... I felt that this was

incumbent upon me to look out for this

kid. . . . At the end of the summer he

was one of those ... selected for the full-

time program. . . .After he graduated he

came back to look for me and told me

that he got a job as an engineer.
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Table 3.  Crosstabs for Relational Health and Other-Orientation

                        Other-Orientation

                Lower-Scoring Group Higher-Scoring Group

Relational Health

in Work-Life High Point                                          8                       4

No Relational Health

in Work-Life High Point                                          5                     18

x2 (1, n = 35) = 6.82, p< .01

One subtype was a straightforward story of
achievement, and although both women and
men told this type of high-point story, it was the
type told by nearly all of the men in the profile.
For example, one participant (African-American
male) told about being “the first minority to be
elected president of the student body” at
graduate school and added that the “entrance
exam that I took was pretty high.  In fact, I
outranked all of my classmates.”  Another
(Asian-American male) described a high point of
“when I actually invented something. . . .[and]
the paper was published in one of the better
journals.  I was most proud of that.”   Another
(White male) said: “We became the biggest
manufacturer [of product] in the world, and the
highest quality under my leadership.

And that probably was the single most
satisfying thing I did.”  Yet another participant
(White woman) described a high point of
leaving a teaching career to do corporate
training and “really succeeded at teaching in
that environment...when I did my first few
courses and people in my class actually listened
and took me seriously and believed what I was
saying.”

A second subtype of achievement story, while
not meeting the criteria for relational health
described above, made reference to other
people, for example, in terms of having the
opportunity to meet people at the top of one’s
field (“that was somebody, a real artist”) (White
female) (“well-known, important artists will
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agree to be interviewed by us”) (White male),
collaborating with them (“we all worked
together” (White female), or being “part of a
winning team” (White female).  A third subtype,
told only by the female participants in this
profile, detailed achievement in conjunction with

keeping non-work relationships intact and
meeting obligations to others.  For example, one
participant (White female) described being:

on my own, had three children, a dog, a

home, and able to, quite well, put all of

them through school.  I was very, very

financially successful. . . . I gained a lot

from all of the experiences I’ve had.  But

that was probably . . . it was wow.  It

was wow.

Another participant (White female) said:

Probably that was the most significant

thing because all of those things I

learned, I’ve used since then.  And I still

have my children and I have my

grandchildren.  And I have many

friends that I employed ... and they’re

still my friends.

Yet another (White female) said:

I designed [a building] and I really

loved that and I thought that the design

was splendid. . . . and what was

fascinating about all that was that I

really felt I proved that I could do

anything.  That was the time that my

daughter was sick. . . .And at that I

brought work home and stayed up at

night and designed the best thing I’ve

ever done.

Discussion

This exploratory study has shed some light on
older workers’ experiences with and beliefs about
social relations in the workplace, and has brought
attention to little-studied aspects of the work lives
of older workers.  In doing so, the study has
confirmed the value of examining multiple facets
of later-life social relations, whether in the specific
environment of work, in other specific settings, or
more generally.

Perhaps the most important finding is that those
scoring higher on other-orientation did not tell
work-life high points emphasizing relational
health, as might be expected, but instead told
stories of achievement and success.  In fact, nearly
half of this study’s participants fell into this
“other-orientation-with-achievement” profile,
while the other half were scattered throughout the
three other profiles that emerged from the data.
Thus, an emphasis on achievement and success
when describing one’s work history, which might
appear at odds with a focus on relationships, in
fact accompanies such a focus for many older
workers – male and female.  Rather than adopting
an “either/or” stance regarding relationships and
achievement, more older workers than not appear
to integrate these pieces as they construct their
work-life histories.  This of course resonates with
Jungian theory which identifies a later-life
developmental task of balancing or integrating
“masculine” and “feminine” aspects of the
personality.  It is also consistent with Eriksonian
theory which stresses the developmental
appropriateness of generativity for mid-life and
beyond, which is said to represent a “fusion” of
agentic and communal concerns (Peterson and
Stewart, 1996) or of the desires to achieve
“symbolic immortality” and to be important to
other people (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992).



          www.wcwonline.org

       Noonan

  15

Another important finding is that the men and
women in this sample were more similar than
different in the two relational constructs being
examined.  There were no significant gender
differences in the older workers’ other-orientation
scores, and men and women were equally likely
to tell work-life high points with a relational
emphasis.  Analysis of the more open-ended
qualitative data showed additional similarity
between the genders, but there were two notable
exceptions.  Only women told high point stories
of achievement in conjunction with keeping non-
work relationships and familial obligations intact,
and only women (in fact, minority women) stated
that a focus on others at work had the potential to
interfere with one’s own development.  It must be
acknowledged that the lack of gender differences
seen here may be a function of the power
limitations of a small sample, or of the
convenience sample and recruitment strategies
employed, in that a study investigating beliefs
about relationships might appeal to a wide range
of women but only to a narrower array of men
who are more attuned to relational matters.

The finding that these older men and women
report similar levels of orientation towards co-
workers and place similar emphasis on relational
health in their work histories may also point to a
developmental trend towards less gender
differentiation in relational factors than might be
observed among younger adults.  This possibility
can only be stated in the most tentative of terms,
yet it suggests an important direction for future
work with larger, more representative samples,
either through cross-sectional comparisons with
younger workers or longitudinally.  Such a
finding would be consistent with James and
colleagues’ assertion that relational concerns
deepen for both genders in later life rather than
decline for women and increase for men as

purported in Gutmann’s widely cited “gender
crossover hypothesis” (Gutmann, 1987; James,
Lewkowicz, Libhaber, & Lachman, 1995).

Although the overall endorsement of the other-
orientation items was fairly high, there was
variation in these responses, some of which was
elucidated by the participants’ open-ended
explanations of their scaled responses.  For
example, participants in both the lower-scoring
and higher-scoring groups suggested that a focus
on the feelings, perspectives, and special qualities
of co-workers could interfere with the work at
hand or harm the work environment.  However,
only the low-scoring group stated that such a
focus on others could damage one’s own outlook
or professional development, and the low-scorers
were more likely to suggest that other-orientation
was primarily the job of management.

Additional variation was observed with regard to
participants’ “social location.”  For example, the
measure of other-orientation developed for this
study had a borderline association with race,
education, and subjective socioeconomic status,
with those scoring higher more likely to be White,
to have higher education levels, and to report
higher SES  levels.  With regard to the qualitative
data, work-life high points of receiving support in
the workplace were only told by White
respondents’ and, as mentioned above, it was
only the non-White female respondents who
indicated that a focus on others at work could
interfere with one’s own development.  Again,
while the sample utilized here limits
generalizability, these findings are consistent with
research detailing differential workplace
experiences of African-Americans (e.g., Bowman,
1991) and social class differences in social
competence (Hogg & Keller, 1990) and enacting
supportive behaviors (Krause & Shaw, 2000).
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With regard to relational health, it is clear from
this study that certain “growth-fostering”
characteristics of work relationships are a salient
feature of the work-life stories of many older
adults.  It is especially interesting to note that
having received emotional support (a typical
definition of social support) from co-workers
emerged as only one valued aspect of work
relationships.  Other valued aspects include being
recognized for one’s work, feeling a sense of
belonging and camaraderie, coming to value
workplace connection in contrast to a personal
history of disconnection, and being influenced by
and influencing the lives of others.  This latter
piece is consistent with research underscoring the
importance of generativity in mid-life and beyond
(Stewart, Ostrove, & Helson, 2001) and with
Relational/Cultural Theory’s emphasis on
mutuality in relationships (Genero et al., 1992).

There are several limitations of this study that
warrant mention.  For example, this study can
only suggest links between the relational factors
studied here and more policy-relevant outcomes
such as physical health, work/retirement
decisions, and emotional well-being.  Further,
while the study did examine participants’
occupational levels, the sample was
predominantly professional, and other relevant
characteristics of work and workplaces were not
examined, such as industry type, employment

sector, organization of work, and industry-specific
retirement norms.  Also missing is the
examination of social relations at work vis-á-vis
other sources of social relations such as family,
church, and community.  Each of these limitations
suggests an important direction for future work.

Future work must also take into account the social
desirability inherent in studying any aspect of
interpersonal behavior.  This is likely to become
more of a challenge as we expand our focus
beyond asking older adults how much support
they receive or can expect from their networks, to
how much support they provide to others, what
other relational practices they engage in, and how
skilled they are at these practices.  In fact, a focus
on relational skill and practice will become
increasingly necessary as the U.S. workplace
becomes more team-based, less hierarchical, and
more information- and service-based, and places
additional value on networking and other
interpersonal activities (Farr, Tesluk, & Klein,
1999; Fletcher, 1999; Greller & Stroh, 1995).  In this
study, utilization of qualitative methods was
useful in understanding the patterns to emerge
via scale-driven quantitative methods.  In
addition to combining qualitative and
quantitative forms of data collection and analysis,
methods such as direct observation and peer
report will also become necessary.
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