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-~ Objgctlves of the Study

. 1

.. ThlS study represents an 1n1t1al effort to describe and explqre the
. ’ E i
nature and characterlstlcs of helplng behav1ors anbng urban elderly res1d1ng

in senior c1tlzens' hous1ng s1tes. . s
/ N . - .'.

" In gerontologlcal studles the elderly have generally been portrayed

i

. ‘ . as needy rec1p1ents of serv1ces. Agtentlon has\only recently been dlrected

at contrlbutory roles of older persons. Such accumulatlng ev1den e cames

M’ ' -
e ) largely from studles whefe help provided by the- elderly was.lnc1dentally

observed and noted. / ' o 2

N S

In order to serlously 1nvest1gate helplng, its antecedents and

1

»

outcomes amony older adults, we must be: able to characterlze the nature

and characterlstlcs of helplng provided by the aged Accordlngly, the ”%‘
present study explored the personal meaning,’ 1mportance and salience of B
dlverse forms of helplng to the elderly helper Self reported frequency
of exhlbltlng dlverse types of helplng behavior was determined. Motives

‘ * for helplng were dbnsldered in ‘terms of percelved rewards of helplng and

the nature of spec1al helplng acts noted by-.the elderly. Age and_sex : i?

dlfferences in reportlng diverse helplng acts were also studled
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| ‘Background L

.There are many instances and examples of older persons : aking . .
‘the role of helpérs rather than being recipients. Within th‘ bntext, [

older persons generally serve as providers. of ‘financial assistar
-adult children (Troll, Miller and Atchley, 1975), and according™

(1975)., 75% of minority elderly report that they provide help te 5$;',J
.- children. 'The Harris (197d?£po§l revealed that elderly persons1reomh @?
|~ that they help their families by providing repair work, housekeéeping, ™
nursing care, money and gifts to family .members. Commnity surveys. of
older persons have also provided evidence.that when three—generatloﬁal e .
livirg arrangements prevail, generally the grandparent generation takes the . -
role of caregiver to'children and/or grandchildren who are experlencxng S

. life crises such as divorce or widowhood (Kahana, 1975). -During periﬁds of

~ crisis, even when they are ,not residing with their children, half of the”.

'elderly persons in a national sample reported giving ‘their grandchildren- o

"« some form-of assistance.’'(Shanas, 1967) , Thus, results of prior research

indicate that the ekxtended famlly may

an importantfdomain for helping\
by the elderly . T

X
RS

A second ecological domain. for the ,prov1s1on-of help by the retired

. €lderly may be*found within-the non-fapilial residential context. The .
* importance of the residential milieu in the life of “the elderly is espec—

ially apparent when we realize that following retirement, 80-90% of the older
persons's time may be spent there (Montgomery,1972). Given t ¥ loss of earlier
roles——marital, occupatlonal -and* the like~-combined with aﬁf ount’ of time
spent at home, it is. probably RO surprise’ that relatlonshlc,ﬁ Xith neighbors

and friends increase in 1mportance with age. ermore,fWi 1ncreased
.age there is-an increase in needs for ‘help, and creased vulnerablllty
- to victimization--usually’ combined with the desire to continue an autombmous .
existence within the .commnity. -Helping of one's neighbors may also fulfill .
the need to engage.in meanlngful activitieg, and to be useful. Indeed; )
informal help-giving by‘elderly neighbors myy £ill social vacuums which
result from lack of sufficient formal servic&s. Hence, n 1ghborly helping v

within the res1dent1al domaln may ’ have great 1mportance' the life of, the-
elderly ) v . R

Indeed, Cantor (1975) found that elderly nelghbors tend to help e ch
other with many act1v1t1es such as dar;y chores, with the most *Hmportan
category of act1v1t1es among neighbors being-crisis or emergency lnterventlon
In addition, Rosow (1967) found thattfor the elderly poor with no 11v1ng

relatives, help from nelghbors was apparently the pramary way of coplng e
with illness.. = = - o R " ) - <
, - R . ,

There\is alsd grow1ng ev1dence 1nd1cat1ng that the elderly are also
inclined to provide. services to the wider canmxuty through such activities
a the performance of volunteer ‘and. charlty work (Rayne, 1977). Accordlngly,'

1976 Harris Poll reports that 22% hOf elderly engage in organlzed volun-~
" tepr work (Harrls, 1975)

ey
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| Sa_mp'.lé L /ﬂt T ‘./. S
. One hundred seventeen elderly persons were randomly sampled fram five

5 ¢ 3 o
res1dences for‘senlor c1tlzens in the Détr01t metropolltan area, w1th the

irestrlctlon that respondents be phys1cal£y moblle, and not house— a:

The range of ages was from 65 to lOl w1th a mean of 75.6. Sllght y-oyer

o \

' two—thlrds were female, 85 were black and dlverse rellglous and ethnic .

.t
°

- . . . . »

‘jgroups were represented..

S #
i

The rellglous preference of 445 'of the respondents was Cathollc, 24%
were Protestant and- 23; JerSh The largest slngle group of. respondents
,Was born outs1de of thd Unlted States, fo lowed by natlve Mlchlganlans and
'natlves of othér Mldwestern states. Thr ‘—fourths*of the sample had 12

'years of. educatlon or’ less whereas approx1mately one—fourth had at least

some college The post pmevalent pre—retlrement occupat;\h]was proprletor—

,shlp of a small bus1ness (///8%), followed'by homemaker (l5l49). An addlt—;
pro

-tlonal 20% were executlves fess1onals, sem1profess1onals proprletors

B e

[

of medlum or large bu51nesses E .
These éample characterlstlos are generally cons1stent with those found

in prev1ous studles of elderly res1dents of housing sites (Lawton, 1980)

v '

© Thus, generallzatlons about helplng by older persons based on the present

data set were thought lIkely to portray helplng patterns of urban U S elderly

- living in senior cltlzens hous1ng developments ; ) o

o

“ Measures o K

3 . ’ T

\

The survey . instrument was comprised'of several measures' whichvwere B
des1gned to obtaln data regardlng env1ronmental and 51tﬁatlonal antecedents

of helplng, as well as hypothes1zed psych05001al outcomes (self—esteem,‘

°

morale, and soc1al 1ntegratlon) Because of the.central;ty of~help1ng in

. . A
\ . . . & o

j. i ‘£ ,E;';.



thiS'studyb‘several'meaSUres of this variable were used. For'purposes of

the current presentatlon, we w1ll dlscuss flndlngs‘on two measures. One,.

i
i '

i sm Scale for the Elderly (ASE) was adapted from a measure des1gned

! v

'th younger persons (Rushton, Chrisjohn and Fekken,_1981) Cron—

N

.bach's alpha for thlS scale was 84 ThlS scale, the ASE, asked about the

presence/absence and frequency of occurrences of a d1vers1ty of helping
v

responses A second measure cons1sted of a number of semantic d1fferent1al

-

‘.and open—ended items regardlng helplng——and its rewards, obstacles, and costs
(Mldlarshy-and Kahanay‘}983a). The survey instrument was exten31 ly pre—

testedfprior'to its dse in the present study, and took approximately one hour
to administer. _} ‘ -
J | i .
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" The Irrgportaﬂce and Nature of Help:Lng

‘ - Sy T - - - e - ~
) : R ¢t J . B . . - . v
Lo - RESULTS
.

-~

When asked how much they had helped othefs in t_be past year, 67% of ,

. _‘,.respondents reported helplng very much or much only 7% reported that they

‘did not help at all. Amounts helped also varled w1th age, with older )

.__respondents reportlng 51gn1f1cantly less helpJ_ng behav1or than younger re-

sponden\cs Amount of selff-feported helpJ_ng did not s1gn1f1cantly vary w1th

sex or Rlace of res1dence

.The preponderance of respondents 1n thlS S

they spent at 1%?.@ same of their time helplng o} ers, with 18. 8% reportlng
-that they Zpent llttle or very llttle tJme in. helplng act1v1t1es Con—
: commltantly, all of the respondents (100s) J_n t‘n:LsGsurvey felt that helpmg

'others is an Jmportant act:Lv1ty in thelr lives, and none- felt that J.t is not

°

’ J.mportant Most (60%) reported ‘that helping is very Jmportant, 31% deemed

it Jmportant, and for only 8.5% was it desch_bed as somewhat Jmportant. R

The largest group of respondents, 43%, reported that helpJ_ng J_n the last

year was agout the same that it had been throughout thelr llves - The next .

~,

largest group, 39%, stated that they used to help less.

Who is Being He]yed”

The person helped most frequently, in descendJ.ng order, was a frlend . ’
(26%), neighbor (23%), child (14%), spouse (3%), s:bllng (5%), ‘relati(;e
(5%) , "\other" (3%), or parent (1%). H_owever, men and. wanen in the 'sample ‘
responded somewhat differently tg this question (X2 = 16,89, 8 dag, p( .03):.
That is, mén most freduently cited a spouse (30%, followed by a friend

| ,
(24%) as reC1p1ent, while most women cited a nelghbor (315) , followed by a

>

-

frlend (30%) , with Spouse- (7%) cited veQ\ frequently. It is, of course,

.

7 —
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: poss1ble that one determlnant of the d1fference is that fewer women than
men have llVlng spouses ) Conflrmlng the 1nportance of the res1dent1al contexf‘\j
- for asslstance prov1ded tQ nelghbors, the highest percentage of assistance ?
; prov1ded was to nelghbors (88°), closely followed by frlends (85%) and then
.i famlly (716)' We must note here that there is a llkely overlap between
frlends and nelghbdrs 1n a homogeneous res1dent1al context. Thus, it is

llkely that as res1dents become more soc1ally 1ntegrated, many of thelr

:‘ne;ghbors may also be character@zed as frlends.

What are the Klnds of Help Prov1ded°

kS Respondents were asked about the three .types of helplng in whlch they
engaged most frequently : Responses were then categorlzedfln accordance |
/’A with Adams ((\\§8) typology as prov1s1on of tanglbles, tangibles, service,’
. or a comblnatlon of 1ntang1bles or services. In all cases, the largest group
prov1ded a serv1ce, followed by 1ntang1bles, tanglbles, and a comblnatlon of
. 1ntang1bles and serv1ce Over 32° of the respondents said that the types
of help glven now were s1mllar to help glven in earller life, in contrast
“to* 21.7%.say1ng 1t1was somewhat s1mllar and 45.3% for whdm it was dlff%rent_
or very dlfferent o ’-f" ‘:'f E" C.
» Responses to the Altru1sm Scale for the Elderly (ASE) were examined to
determlne the percentages and frequenc1es of responses regardlng diverse
types of helplng Results 1nd1cated that the three helplng acts in whlch
the largest percentages of respondents engaged once or more than once durlng
the year were holding the elevator for someone (91. 46), g1v1ng emotlonal
support (90 Ss), and donatlng money to charlty (886) The helplng acts
engaged in by the smallest percentages of respondents were donating blood

(2. 6%), lendlng a stranger an item of value (16. 36), amd helplng an acqualntance |




»

o

,member,.neighbor or friend

ﬂove households (27.4%). * . . ' N
: : ' o - / ;
ReSponses to same of the ASE items significantly varied with age groups; .

in each case, the pattern of, results suggested that indiViduals in the

. 70 30 age range were most helpful Three items on the ASE were’ also responded

to. Significantly differently by males and females. Females reported sig-
nificantly more frequiently than ma}es that they locked in on sopecne sick,
locked in on a friend and neighbor, and gave emotional support tova;family;
L » ‘ ,
Respondents were also asked about the degree to which their helping was
. planned in advance, or provided on the Spur of the moment The single lardest
group (13 3°) said that when they helped it was on ‘the spur of the mament,
and the next largest (13 2%) responded that they sometimes plan ahead

SpeCial Acts of Helping o

Each respondent was asked to describe a helping act that he or she
congidered "speCial'" The types of help described by respondents spanned -
v ’

a broad>range f;Om herOic rescue to small daily acts of assistance, or -

courteSies _ The majority, however, referred to enduring and personally

' costly forms of help such as helping care for an 411 relative in one's own

home, for several Jonths to several years. This-is a generation which Has

-
~ o

had a great deal of experience as major providers of informal support’ to
others. Frequently, the special forms of help that respondents prOVided
referred to ass1stance to parents or siblings early in their lives. Somg

mentioned assisting family members during the Gredt DepreSSion. ,It is

. especially interesting to note that respondents vividly recalled these
a

acts of altruism and that they held great salience for them even in their

old age. These findihgs are conSistent With eVidenéw/from e%rlier work

which suggests that the elderly often engage in. a life reView (Butler, 1975)

o



¢

v »

and refer to early relations with parents as a salient aspect of their

e
LR

self-concepts (Kahana and Coe, 1969). = . C _'~.' i f

The second form of spec1al ass1stance cited by a large proportlon o

of respondents referred to prov1s1on of ass1stance to others who res1ded

outside of their own hame, durlng_times of illness or medical emergency,

Fifteen respondents‘provided eXampies of assisting ill persons with.chores
andgmedical\treathents on an ongoing basis. An additional six provided .
household assistance to'others. fhese'examples.often referred to current |
involvement‘in.assisting-neighbors or friends. an addltlonal twenty ' v ‘
respoﬁdents‘related ___gle instances of assistance in a health crisis-or
1llness. These included rescue behaviors such as calllng an ambulance :
or doctor, obtalnlng medlcatlon, or calllng the famlly of an’ 111 resident.
Once again, the examples tended to be more recent in naturer\often referrlng
to ass1stance prov1ded by an older person to other elderly. Accordlngly, e
1t appears that 1llness represents the most 1mportant stimulus for-special
'helplng acts by older persons, and they comprlse a very s1gn1f1cant 1nfornai ‘
support network to one another when 1llness strikes. When all four aspects - {é
of caretaklng and helplng dur1?g tlmes ‘of illness and crlses -are, comblned |
about one—half of the sample (N—56) who prov1des some form of spec1al
.ass1stance to others were’ accounted for..

Salient forns of special ass1stance ‘provided to others also 1ncluded ;_q’
'.volunteer activities (NAS), prov1s1on of flnanc1al assistance (ero),
babysitting or child care act1v1t1es (N;7), emotional., splrltual‘or rellglous
help (N;8), heroic rescue (N=5), and other forms of ass1stance (&=9)
One respondent cited driving dlsabled nelghbors around another purchased
life 1nsurance pollcles for thlrteen famlly members. Someone c1ted volunteer

activities as an alcohol_cr1s1s worker, whlle another elderly person advised
a\. " : . : N v : ’

10
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a.doctor friendvto seek psychiatric assistance,'desplte the risk of losing

that person's friendship thh very few exceptlons, these examples prov1ded
_.by respondents attested to rlsk—taklhg, courage, self—sacrlflce or other

special costs to ass1stance prov1ders, which - clearly went beyond tr1v1al,
:.routlne, or normatlve forns of ‘helping. act1v1ty

Seventeen 1nd1v1duals reported that. they did not provlde an remarkable _i

or spec1al‘forns of help ‘to others This is a very small proportlon of ‘ .;

the total sample, attestlng to the fact that the vast majorlty of elderly

persons view themselves as at least occas1onal prov1ders of speclal ass1s*

~

tance to others.

Y7

Rewards of Help;ng : ‘ : '{, o0 b i . o 7

In reiggnse to thé question, What o you cons1d) to be the spec1al
rewards of help1ng°“ about two-thirds of the same (N—66) sald that they
did 1ndeed cons1der helplng to have spec1al rewards .

. Of this group, the majorlty cons1dered the rewards of'giving to, be

1ntr1ns1c in nature. Spec1f1c'1ntr1ns1c rewards of helplng noted by
: respondents 1ncluded percelved benefltSQ%b the rec1p1ent (N—ll), a sense
of usefulness or. competence (N;4), and a sense of fulfllllng rellglous

obligations (N—2) One 86—year—old respondent noted that helplng others ~

<

conflrns one' s own ex1stence and‘;ntegratlon "

°

. - A minority of respondents reported extrinsic rewards as.the'salient

ones in helping behavior-—and these respondentS'themselves.were'generally‘

N C ' ‘ - . T
' older or more needy than most. Specific forms of reciprocal help were

. ) : ' N ‘ . ’ .
mentioned by four respondents, and material payments were mentioned by

one. Acknowledgerent by others, gratitude, anid a éood'reputation Wereinoted‘r'
by seyen\respondents as comprising rewards of helping others.

V 3
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n | These flndlngs prov1de a strong J_ndlcatlon of the n@ortance of

L altrulstlc )motlves ‘for self—repo:(:ted helplng behav10r by older persons.

Thus, 1t appears that the, majorlty engage in helplng others pr:.marlly ‘ \
because of the beneflcg.al outcomes to the rec1p1ent, or because 'of the psy-
chologlcal b‘eneflts the¥ derl’ve for =le) domg, rather than based extrlns1c

' /e rewards such as tanglble forms of rec1procal helplng, money or re ogm.tlon

.S ..‘:'
ST These fJ_ndJ.ngs ralse questlons about' the unJ_Versal appllcablllty of ah
. exchange model of helplng to e&defly prov1ders of help . ;
el : . :‘ N . - _ .
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“ Percentages of Respondents Emitting Diverse Hclping Acts &
' (from Modified Self—Report Altruisn Scale)
. Response . " Surmary
More t "
Item ~ Never ~ Once oncehan\ ~Often - X?ign (Once or Hore)
Looked in on sick 17.1 0 32 24,8 3.9 2.9
Gave Dircctions 7.0 2.6 3.0 oLkl é.l
Made Change ' 26.5 .9 $HO 291 . 85 0
Money to Charity 12.0 6.8 31.6 30.8 188 88.0
Money to Someone - ho.9 11.3, 37.4 8.7 . LT 59,1
Goods to Charity 25.6 154 35,9, 111 "12.0 ThU
Volunteer Work 51.3 3.4 19.7 - 6.8 18.8 - 48,7
for Charity | , - ]
Gave Blood 97.4 1.7 9 - - - , . 2.6
Carried Belongings 31.6 5.1 3.9 18.8 8.5 68.3
Held Elevator 8.5 1.7 LAY R 30.8 - 9L
Let Rhead on Line 24,8 9 398 204 14,2, 75,3
Gave Lift in Car 12,9 3.0 12,4 21.9 19.0 - 57.1
Pointed-out Undercharge 67.3  11.5 17.7 *3.5 - 32.7
Lent Stranger Item 83.6 1.7 9.5 3.4 1.7 o163
of Value X .
Bourht Card from 39.3  18.8 25.6 . 9.4 6.8 60.6 .V
" Charity ' . | '
Helped with Chores 69.8 6.0 17.2 2.6 4,3 30,1
Looked after Things 54,3 11.2 18.1 11.2 5,2 5,7
Helped Handicapped - o5 b3 30.2 16,4 8.6 59,5
Cross Street ' S
Offered Seat 56.8 7.0 26.3 b 3.5 " 2.7
Helped Acquaintance 2.6 0.7 7.7 . - - 1.4
© Move ‘ ' ' - '
Looked in on Friend 1 18.1 4,3 23.3 24,1 30.2 81.9
or Neighbor , ‘ ’ ‘
Cave Advice to Friend 25.9 5,2 31.0 19.8 18.1 4.1
Picked up things at Store 25.2 2.6 k8 210 1T Th8
Babysat Free 67.5 2.6 2 17.1 6.0 6.8 . 32,5 -
Helped Neighbor w/Chores 56.9 5.2 19.8 9.5 . 8.6 31
5.2 33.6 29.3 22,4 90.5

Gave Hmotional Support 9.5

¥
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