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B r i t a i n . This-.meansl tha t 'Bri t ish ' imeasures:of;sociahwelfareikrfe.usual ly adopted 
i n - N o r t h e r n ' I re land . -There are /of ten radminis t ra t iye modi f i ca t ions , b u t , there is 
usually, h o sys temat ic ' a t t empt , to idiscover w h e t h e r i the Imeasures .suit (the social 
character is t ics 'of the 'Northern!lrish' .people. '!Services f o r the aged e x e m p l i f y .this 
situatibn'. ' j . . q i \ } , - . yn j [ .us^.w vL-"> '^ t>' ' .{jjt* r i y . -ftj :-u it, ; r:ivi» { n'.-n • >o'>" 
• N o r t h e r n ' I r e l a n d has an>. extensive range o f social services f o r the elderly,- based 

o n the B r i t i s h m o d e l , ' b u t .there has:.b.een ' l i t t l e fesearc l r in to the social character-; 
istics o f the:aged i n l N o r t h e f r i I r e l a n d . 1 A good-.deal,is k n o w n ^ a b o u t the aged i n 
B r i t a i n 2 / f b u t ~ w e - , d o riotlkhow.rwhetherithe B r i t i s h findings'hold g o o d f o r 
N o r t h e r n ) I re land . B r i t i s h , studies have^ shown',-;for (instance,-; tha t , mos t e lder ly 
people l i v e i n close contact w i t h the i r families and are w e l l c a f e d - f o r by , t h e m ; 
b u t that , there is; a m i n o r i t y , w h o l i v e i n . i so l a t i on , dep r ived o f m e a n i n g f u l social 
contact and w i t h n o one to t u r n t o t i n rtirrie o f t r o u b l e . . B r i t i s h ^studies have also 
s h o w n a f a i r l y h i g h incidence o f a n o m i a a m o n g the e lder ly , i tha t I is, the d i sor ien t 
a t ion and lack o f purpose w h i c h results f r o m lack o f social intercourse. M a n y o f the 
services f o r the e l d e r l y , i n B r i t a i n , a r e designed to .off -se t these f a c t o r s . W e d o 
n o t k n o w w h e t h e r the e lder ly i n N o r t h e r n ' I r e l a n d suffer the same characteristics, 
o r i f they, d o , ' ' w h e t h e r they<suffer f r o m t h e m ' t o ' the same -extent.vFamilies i n 
N o r t h e r n Ireland 'are large; and the extended f a m i l y is a f u n c t i o n i n g u n i t f o r -many 
purposes. T h e v e r y smallnesS'of the p r o v i n c e and the ease o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n s he lp 
to-keep families together : T h e social l i f e o f the^elderly i r i N o r t h e r n ' I r e l a n d * m a y 
v t !«•> -tr . !.••"•/ r ; j?"/iv>'ii ;i\ry,yx •• ,M,: v::yA-i ,L>;u« ~j i ;tm>v^> *.•"'.> . * J .. 

i . Apart from medical studies, there are only two'published studies o f the Elderly f in ; Northern 
Ireland,\Old<People\in NorthermIreland;t\iy,G:F:>Adams i n d E . A . Cheeseman, published by,the 
Northern ^Ireland Hospitals, Authority,' io ; 5ij r and ^GrowingiOld in Common Lodgings,-by E . M . 
Sargaison, published by the Nuffield Provincial Hospitals Trust, 1954. 
'• 2. -See, for instance, E . Sharias, P.,Townsend and others,;-Old.People 'in Three,Industrial Societies, 
London, 1968; P. Townserid and-D. .Wedderb'urn, The Aged in the Welfare State,/London, 1965; 
a n d j . Tunstall, Old and Alone, London, 1966. y,, , \ y ' ' < t 



produce smaller m ino r i t i e s o f isolated and a n o m i c o l d people than are f o u n d i n 
B r i t a i n , and the pa t t e rn o f f a m i l y care m a y be different . 

M o r e o v e r , a b o d y o f t h e o r y is deve lop ing abput the process o f ageing i n m o d e r n 
society general ly . A m e r i c a n sociologists have developed the disengagement theo ry , 
w h i c h suggests tha t e lder ly people w i t h d r a w f r o m the i r 'social? roles i n t o , a-per
sonal, i nne r w o r l d , u n t i l t hey cease t o have an effective pa r t i n society at a l l . 3 

B r i t i s h studies t h r o w some d o u b t o n this t h e o r y ; they suggest that , w h i l e e lder ly 
people t e n d t o w i t h d r a w f r o m the i r " p u b l i c " roles, t hey in tensi fy the i r social 
pa r t i c ipa t ion w i t h i n the i r o w n famil ies and are l i n k e d t o the w i d e r society t h r o u g h 
an act ive f a m i l y l i f e . W e do n o t k n o w w h e t h e r the disengagement t heo ry , i n any 
o f its f o r m s , holds g o o d i n N o r t h e r n I r e l and . 

T o t r y t o f i l l the g a p ' i n o u r k n o w l e d g e , the N o r t h e r n I re land Associat ion f o r 
M e n t a l H e a l t h and the N o r t h e r n I r e l and C o u n c i l o f Social Service sponsored a 
smal l e n q u i r y i n t o the circumstances o f the e lder ly i n a sea-side t o w n near Belfast. 
T h e present ar t ic le is the o u t c o m e o f this e n q u i r y . T h e e n q u i r y was a modest one, 
based o n s t ruc tured i n t e rv i ews w i t h 113 e lder ly people whose names w e r e d r a w n 
f r o m the Elec tora l Register b y a two-s tage sampl ing process. I t covered m e n aged 
65 and ove r and w o m e n aged 60 and over , except those l i v i n g i n residential 
establishments. A l t h o u g h the sample was s m a l l , , and a l t h o u g h the E lec to ra l 
Register has weaknesses as a sampl ing frame,' i n age, sex," m a r i t a l status and the 
p r o p o r t i o n l i v i n g alone the 113 people closely ma tched the e lder ly p o p u l a t i o n o f 
the t o w n as s h o w n i n the 1966 Census; any discrepancies w e r e w e l l w i t h i n the 
l i m i t s o f s ampl ing e r r o r i Some o f the d i s t r ibu t ions w i t h i n the sample w e r e smal l , 
b u t a n u m b e r o f generarcharacterist ics emerged w h i c h enabled us t o b u i l d u p a 
reasonably rel iable p i c tu re o f the social l i f e o f the e lder ly i n this s m a l l t o w n . T h e 
p ic tu re m a y also offer some guidance t o the circumstances o f the e lder ly i n 
N o r t h e r n I r e l and as a w h o l e . . , . 

I t shou ld be n o t e d tha t the v i e w s expressed here do n o t necessarily reflect those 
o f the sponsor ing bodies. A l s o , one o f the authors, M . M c K e o w n , w h o prepared 
and conduc ted the e n q u i r y , d i d n o t par t ic ipate i n w r i t i n g the r epor t . : > 

SEATOWN AND ITS ELDERLY PEOPLE 
• ..>•*' .-j , 

• T h e e n q u i r y was conduc ted i n a smal l seaside t o w n 1 about t w e l v e miles f r o m 
Be l fas t .We w i l l ca l l i t Sea town. T h e t o w n is a w e l l - k n o w n h o l i d a y resort, b u t i t 
is also a d o r m i t o r y area f o r Belfast and i t has recent ly become a g r o w i n g t o w n w i t h 
industries o f its own." I t is a popu la r residential area f o r r e t i r ed people . I t has 
a l i v e l y b o r o u g h c o u n c i l , w h i c h takes an active interest i n the wel fare o f the 
residents and i n the d e v e l o p m e n t o f the t o w n . 

A t the 1966 Census, S e a t o w n had a p o p u l a t i o n o f j u s t unde r 27,000. A p p r o x 
i m a t e l y 20 per cent f e l l i n t o o u r ca tegory o f " e l d e r l y " , ' a n d near ly a t h i r d o f these 

3.-See E. Cutnniing and W. E. Henry, Growing Old, New York, 1961, andE. Rosenmayr and 
E. Kockeis,' "Propositions for a Sociological Theory of'Ageing arid the Family", International 
Social Science Journal, 1963, No. 3. •• 



w e r e " v e r y old ' . ' , tha t is aged 75: o r over . E l d e r l y worhen ' .were m o r e than t w i c e 
as numerous as e lder ly m e n / . ' . . . .'.1 a J > -j\ 

Sea town is n o t t yp i ca l o f N o r t h e r n I r e l and , ei ther in : i t s general characteristics 
o r i n its p o p u l a t i o n s t ructure . I t is a f a i r l y prosperous town, ' as r i t s rateable va lue 
shows, and i t is l a rge ly a middle-class t o w n . ' t .Ulsr ' v . - • •*,' r ' '>...; •? 

• , Rateable Value per Head 0/Population,'1966 , V 1 T •. • j 1,V-

• • " '< >"•: . r ' T , T ' • " ' Rateable ' ' ( 

Area •' • ' • •>• * ' • ' • - ' . >i ' « Fd/we , • / 
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Northern Ireland (average for the whole province) , . - „' -. 107 , 
Seatown . . , . ; . . j , i f \ \ 
Belfast , , , ' i5-"i . » 

*Ballymena ' 8-4 ' 
*Carrickfergus * ' , * ' / ' ',1 ' • 1 2 - 1 ' ' 

I *Portadown • • •. ' ' < • .1 ' ' • >• io-g 
; ; f . . . 1. » 

Three towns chosen at random ^1966 Census, General Report) 

I n 1966, Sea town had a d i spropor t iona te n u m b e r o f e lder ly people i n its p o p u l 
a t i on (20 per cent, compared ' w i t h 13 per cent i n the p r o v i n c e as a w h o l e ) , and the 
excess o f e lder ly w o m e n was pa r t i cu la r ly m a r k e d ; T h e difference was n o t m e r e l y 
a ref lect ion o f differences be tween t o w h ; a n d c o u n t r y : I n Belfast and-three t o w n s 
chosen at r a n d o m , B a l l y m e n a , Car r ickfergus and Por t a ' down , the e lder ly p o p u l 
ations ranged f r o m 10 per cent t o 15 per cent, and the p r o p o r t i o n s o f " v e r y o l d " 
people w e r e also l o w e r than i n Sea town. M o r e o v e r , i t is w e l l - k n o w n tha t m a n y o f 
the Sea town e lder ly are newcomers w h o ' m o v e d , t o Sea town f r o m o ther parts o f 
the p r o v i n c e o n r e t i r emen t . These differences w e r e o f some significance i n the 
e n q u i r y . T h e y suggested tha t the p rob lems o f e lder ly people m i g h t be 'magn i f i ed 
i n Sea town, as c o m p a r e d w i t h o the r parts o f N o r t h e r n I r e l and , b u t they also 
suggested tha t some p rob lems m i g h t be offset b y the re la t ive p rosper i ty o f the 
t o w n . - • ' . -T ; • • '•' ' ' 

A s already stated, the 1966 Census s h o w e d tha t a large p r o p o r t i o n o f the e lder ly 
w e r e " v e r y o l d " and w o m e n grea t ly o u t n u m b e r e d m e n . I t also showed tha t j u s t 
under h a l f the e lder ly w e r e m a r r i e d , a t h i r d w e r e w i d o w e d ; a fifth w e r e single and 
a t i n y m i n o r i t y w e r e separated" 6 r d i v o r c e d . T h e r e was an i m p o r t a n t difference 
be tween m e n and w o m e n , h o w e v e r . M o r e w o m e n t h a n ' m e r i lacked "a. spouse, 
w h e t h e r b y w i d o w h o o d o r b y b e i n g single"; J a l i t t l e ' o v e r a' t h i r d o f the w o m e n 
w e r e m a r r i e d , c o m p a r e d w i t h three-quarters o f the m e n ! ' ' , u • - > • " • * ' J 

T h e i n i t i a l impress ion received d u r i n g . t h e e n q u i r y w a s o n e o f so l id domest ic 
c o m f o r t . N e a r l y a l l the respondents 'were w e l l housed? T h e m a j o r i t y l i v e d ' i n 
detached o r semi-detached houses, and O n l y a ' t i n y m i n o r i t y w e r e i n flats o r b e d -
s i t t ingroonis . T h e ma jo r i t y ' w e r e owner-occupiers o F w e r e ' l i v i n g w i t h relatives 
w h o w e r e owner-occupiers . N e a r l y a l l the houses' w e r e i n a reasonable c o n d i t i o n 
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of / r epa i r ; and n e a r l y h a l f w e r e j u d g e d t o ' b e i n excellent c o n d i t i o n . M o s t o f the 
respondents l i v e d i n o r d i n a r y f a m i l y houses, and there w a s . l i t t l e : e v i d e n c e . o f 

?cramped'Tor''dilapidatediquarter.s: T h e i r l i v m g condit ion 's , :andithe fac t tha t o n l y a 
• fifth o f t h e m w e r e l iving. inirented. terraced 'houses, suggests that, theyj w e r e m a i n l y 
middle-class people i n comfo r t ab l e fmanc ia lc i ra ims tahces . A^r- i , ' A ~ \' 

Four- f i f ths o f the respondents w e r e not l i v i n g alone. M o s t o f t h e m w e r e l i v i n g 
w i t h close relatives, m a i n l y i ' t h e i r i spouse , - ch i ld ren .o r siblings. As w e shou ld 
expect f r o m , the i r d i f f e r i n g - m a r i t a l characteristics,, m e n -were -more l i k e l y than 
w o m e n t o be l i v i n g w i t h the i r spouse, and w o m e n w e r e m o r e l i k e l y than m e n t o be 
l i v i n g alone o r as w i d o w s w i t h the i r c h i l d r e n . t | . 

A fifth; o f the e lder ly l i v e d alone. A distressing b u t n o t unexpected finding 
was tha t people aged 75 and over-were m o r e l iable t o l i v e alone' than people under 
75. T h e n u m b e r o f respondents i n the sample w h o w e r e l i v i n g a i o n e ' w a s smal l 
f o r rel iable analysis, b u t i t is in teres t ing t o no t e tha t near ly a l l w e r e w o m e n 
and thfee- ;quarters w e r e w i d o w s . T h i s suggests tha t one-person households c o m e 
i n t o be ing m a i n l y t h r o u g h w o m e n be ing w i d o w e d . I t is also interest ing to note 
tha t the peak age f o r J i v i n g alone.was 80 to .84 . 
, M o r e than h a l f the respondents had l i v e d i n Sea town a l l o r mos t o f the i r l ives . 
* T h e rest had m o v e d 1 there since r e t i r e m e n t . W e had expected tha t m o v e m e n t t o 

_ Sea town i n j j l d ^ e ^ ^ d j ^ d i t o j O u t - p e p p l e - o f f f r o m the i r families and increase 
. t h e i r T l i k e l i h o o d o f l iy ingya lone . f B u t . t h e evidence/suggested the con t r a ry . T h e r e 
/Was-some indication,"that-people ; w h o m o v e d t o Sea town i n old-age w e r e m o r e 
l i k e l y t o t be l r a ^ area, thus 

.^suggesting thatrsome pe;pple,mpve to,SeatOwn i n f o l d age t o j o i n sons and daughters 
" w h o a l r e a d y l i v e t h e r e . ^ ^ t i U > J r . r , 5 f , „ r j r , , „ • ' • . • ' • 1 . v. ( t . 

V f : u : : J ' . f b rr nyJ-W??';;-n . I - J V O ^ J J / L . - I >\u V •'. .; ';-./*< i •• '• ' 
k >nz<j w , h o H , O T - f / r o l p . - ? S O C I A L r l N T E G R A T I O N s ' 

Social L,ontacts<within the Home, 5 - . , . • 

f (fA Studies, o f the^e lde r ly in .p the r jCoun t r i eS jSnow- tha t the i r . m a i n social ^contacts 
. ; a r e , w i t h , the i r ̂ relatives, 1 , especially the i r c h i l d r e n ; . the t general l eve l of . contact 

o f the e lder ly appears t o depend grea t ly o n the n u m b e r and whereabouts o f the i r 
/ch$drejft.. '§o f w.e ; eaamined^the f a m i l y c i rcumstances h of , the respondents and the i r 
^contacts w i t h ^their. relatives,' especially, i thei r jchUdren. , I t .became c l e a r t h a t mos t 
f, o f these .contacts j t o o k place , ;wi th in the -home, ei ther t h e , h o m e o f the o l d person 

h i m s e l f o r , t h a t . o f jms relatives^ o f social contac t 
^ ^ ^ i n ^ e j h o m ^ e ^ l i j d l i n g contact b y correspondence a n d te lephone. f . . . . 7 .,• 

J ( ^ e ; h a v e ' a l r e a d y , seen,that j u s t u n d e r h a l f the respondents (had ( a . l i v i n g spouse. 
O v e r three-quarters had!, siblings ( a n d p y e r t w o ^ t h i r d s ; h a d , c h i l d r e n h a l f 

. ^ h a d a t l e a s t t w o c h i l d r e h , ; and near ly , a , f i f t h h a d f o u r c h i l d r e n , o r m o r e . T h e y 
r n wjere, therefore , w e l l ' e n d o w e d w i t h c h i l d r e n a n d ,other,relatives: O f the childless 
_fpeople ,^apsurpr is ingly, large p r o p o r t i o n fwere. w i d o w s , ; , w h o „ w e r e thus . d o u b l y 
? / d e p r i y e d i O f the people w i t h ch)ldren, , thayast m a j q r i t y h a d a t least one c h i l d l i v i n g 
, , , i n N o r t h e r n . I r e l a n d , and .nearly, thxee-quartershad a c h i l d l i v i n g w i t h i n a f e w miles 



o f t h e m . A s m a l l m i n o r i t y , h o w e v e r , h i d . no 1 ch i ld - w i t h i m the. B r i t i s h Isles; th is 
was riot conf ined t o smal l famil ies . T h e f o u r .ch i ldren of:6he.couple,.fof,instance' ,-
w e r e d i s t r ibu ted be tween the U . S . A . , Canada and Austral ia , -and t he t w o . c h i l d r e n , 
o f another couple w e r e i n Canada and the S o l o m o n . Is landsbThere appeared J t o 
be a f a m i l y pa t te rn o f e m i g r a t i o n w h i c h , ( despite; t h e : l a r g e . p r o p o r t i o n ; o f , o l d : 
people w i t h ch i ld ren , . t ended . to leave some.e lder ly people wi th ' f l i t t l e face- to r face . 
contact w i t h any o f the i r c h i l d r e n . •( .<. .«••>{ pr. l o r ,•?.'{ ! - n„ j •,:'•} ,c tu. 

T h e general pa t te rn , h o w e v e r , was one o f close and act ive contact w i t h .children, 
and o the r relatives. O v e r t w o - t h i r d s o f the respondents ac tual ly l i v e d w i t h 
close relatives o f one k i n d o r another. N e a r l y h a l f l i v e d w i t h a spouse, a quarter 
l i v e d w i t h one o r m o r e o f the i r ch i ld r en , and a s m a U m i n o r i t y - l i v e d w i t h siblings. 
A surpr i s ingly large n u m b e r l i v e d i n j o i n t households wi th- thei r<spouse , fmarr ied 
c h i l d r e n 'and g r a n d c h i l d r e n ; abou t an .e igh th : o f a l l , t he r e s p o n d e n t s ' i i v e d ( i n this 
w a y . I f the analysis is conf ined , t o respondents, who^/had, ch i ld r en , . two- f i f ths 
l i v e d w i t h one or^more o f t he i r ch i l d r en . The re was,rth'erefore,'a close t ie be tween 
the e lder ly people o f Sea town and the i r chi ldren; ' O n l y a-small-number l i v e d w i t h 
siblings, b u t mos t o f . t he single people w h o had.s ibl ings l i v e d w i t h one o f t h e m . 
T h u s , the m a j o r i t y o f the respondents had con t inuous social contac t w i t h at least 
oneclbse re la t ive b y shar ing a household w i t h h i m o r her'; . »b t ' J U I . . J * : • 

•Most o f those w h o d i d riot-share a-household [wi th ' jch i ldren: or . siblings m a i n 
tained^ close contact w i t h t h e n i b y act ive f a m i l y visi t ing.- , O f the people w h o - h a d 
children-, b u t ' d i d m o t l i ve - w i th / them, ; J two .4 th i rd s saw!;a \chi ld atileastuweekly',: 
i n c l u d i n g a considerable n u m b e r . w h o saw a c h i l d ' d a i l y / O f the people" w h o had 
siblings b u t d i d n o t l i v e w i t h one, a t h i r d s a w . a s i b l i n g a t least .weekly and h a l f saw 
one at least m o n t h l y . • n.u ' i V . - ' V . i •'<> --r; " i : ^ v • f i . - x i - i . i ; , 'J. .,, 

T h e e lder ly people o f Sea town w e r e far f r o r n 'neglected b y their, ch i l d r en . O f a l l 
o u r respondents w h o had ch i l d r en ( including. those w h o l i v e d w i t h a c h i l d ) , th ree-
quarters saw-one o r m o r e o f their, ch i ld ren .a t l eas t 'weekly , .and h a l f saw; :a c h i l d 
da i ly ; A smal l m i n o r i t y ; s a w a c h i l d lessioften than once ; a ,year ,?but i r t j a l l t hese 
cases there was n o c h i l d l i v i n g i n : t h e 'Seatown, area:. M o r e o v e r , i o f the .people 
l i v i n g alone w h o had ch i ld r en , h a l f saw'a c h i l d -weekly,-and i n (the o ther cases-the 
c h i l d r e n w e r e m o s t l y , overseas./- '<..'; • , 4.HJJU>. i c -y.T.j?. ;»»,"*.«» 1 -i ,<y. 

T h u s ; ! m o s t o f o u r respondents .were able .to m a i n t a i n fan. act ive and .cont inuous 
assoc ia t ion \wi th close re la t ives . 'This was made 'possible b y the l a rge ,nurhber o f 
relatives w h o . l i v e d in> the area and by.,the fa i r ly , f r equen t ihab i t o f l i v i n g w i t h - a 
m a r r i e d son o r daughter , as w e l l as b y the active fami ly , v i s i t i ng . ! On ly , , a smal l 
m i n o r i t y o f people lacked-contact w i t h close'relatives: t'.^Liv-" r. -•<< « , 
• T h i s was n o t t h e ' o n l y k i n d o f social 'contact ! that the. elderly, experienced i n the 

h o m e . M a n y .were v is i ted .by jOtheir , '<more distant ..relatives a n d : i b y f r i ends .and 
ne ighbours , and some received visits f r o m professionaLpebpleiandjvelfare .workers 
whose presence rriust haveafforded 'sorr ie i n f o r m a l social • intercovu'se. jTwo-fif ths 
w e r e v is i ted da i ly b y a f r i e n d o r , ne ighbour o'r distant re la t ive , arid Wel l oye r three-' 
quarters received such a v i s i t at least rweekly . . -Near ly , h a l f had received-at . least 
one v i s i t from^a c l e r g y m a n ; d o c t o r , ' h o m e ' h e l p o r s imi lar /"of f ic ia l v i s i t o r ' ' - d u r i n g 
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the m o n t h preceding t h e ' e n q u i r y . T h e c l e rgy s tood b u t as far the: mos t act ive o f 
the official v is i tors : W e l f a r e w o r k e r s , ••whether professional o r v o l u n t a r y , p l ayed 
O n l y a smal l pa r t h i the p 'at tern/bf v i s i t i n g . < . . ' J . ., , « 
« The ' deg ree o f social cdn'taet tha t the e lder ly ma in ta ined w i t h i n the h o m e was , 
therefore, extensive, and:'even people l i v i n g alone w e r e less isolated than w e m i g h t 
expect.' T h i s sbcial 'contact was o v e r w h e l m i n g l y ' f a m i l i a l . I t was the o u t c o m e o f 
an act ive f a m i l y l i f e , n o t an ar t i f ic ia l p h e n o m e n o n b r o u g h t J about b y wel fare 
organisations. • ' ' •-»'.,'.,"»* '-nr. • •• . v .- . 

. . . - v < = ' j ' * - . ; » i t , : , . . - > ' . • ' -

Social Contacts Outside the H o m e , ' / 
A rather d i f f e ren t p i fc ture 'emerged 'of ' soc ia l contact outside the h o m e . T h e r e 

w e r e f o u r m a i n sources o f contac t : employment , ' c lubs , hol idays and c h u r c h - g o i n g . 
B u t c h u r c h - g o i n g ^was< the o n l y - f o r m o f contact w h i c h attracted a considerable 
n u m b e r o f the e lder ly anH also offered t h e m ex t ra - fami l i a l activit ies. 

O n l y a t i n y m i n o r i t y p f the respondents w e r e s t i l l engaged i n ga infu l e m p l o y 
m e n t , and these w e r e ma in ly , p e o p l e , w h o o w n e d thei r o w n businesses. A b o u t 
a quar ter w e n t r egu la r ly i to c l u b s / T h e t y p e o f c l u b they patronised va r i ed w i d e l y , 
i n c l u d i n g c h u r c h clubs, t h e B r i t i s h L e g i o n , sports clubs and card clubs. A f e w 
w e n t t o c lubs .specif ical ly . for o l d people. Hol idays?played an i m p o r t a n t pa r t i n 
the i r l ives . ' H a l f the respondents had taken a h o l i d a y d u r i n g the year .before 
the e n q u i r y . ' B u t nea t ly a l l spent the i r ,ho l idays w i t h relatives, and i t was f a m i l y 
contacts tha t holidays'-fosterea, n o t ex t ra - fami l i a l contacts: M o s t o f the e lder ly 
w e r e regular church-goers , h o w e v e r . Three-quarters w e n t ' t o c h u r c h at least 
w e e k l y , and some w e n t m o r e o f t e n . W e d i d n o t invest igate the actual contacts that 
c h u r c h - g o i n g p roduced , b u t the churches are key ins t i tu t ions i n N o r t h e r n I re land 
and 1 c h u r c h - g o i n g m u s t i n v o l v e a n u m b e r o f contacts outside the f a m i l y c i rc le , 
especially fo r Protestants, whose c h u r c h activit ies inc lude a g o o d deal o f social 
pa r t i c ipa t ion . . 'Moreover , pa r t i c ipa t ion i n c o m m u n a l w o r s h i p i n any f o r m is a 
social 'act and i t denotes"a' degree o f social i n t eg ra t i on . " ' > 

N o n e o f the respondents engaged-in p o l i t i c a l activit ies, and v e r y f e w u n d e r t o o k 
any k i n d o f p u b l i c service o r v o l u n t a r y social w o r k . A p a r t f r o m c h u r c h - g o i n g , 
social activit ies outside the h o m e w e r e m i n i m a l , , and even-those i n w h i c h the 
respondents 'd idengage 'gave t h e m f e w active roles. I t was clear tha t the i r social 
l i f e was! essentially " p r i v a t e " , and', consisted m a i n l y o f the i r active social i n t e r 
course w i t h i n the h o m e , i : ' ' i> r « ..... 

M o s t o f the respondents w e r e satisfied w i t h this s i tua t ion . A s k e d w h e t h e r they 
missed a n y t h i n g since l eav ing w o r k ; h a l f said''they missed n o t h i n g , and none had 
missed " t h e feel ing o f b e i n g usefu l" . O n e o l d gen t leman said he w a n t e d n o t h i n g 
i n l i f e except t o be w i t h his ch i l d r en and g randch i ld ren ; w a t c h i n g his g randch i ld ren 
g r o w u p gave h i m a comple t e sense.of f u l f i l m e n t . M o s t o f the e lder ly f o u n d 
comple te satisfaction i n the fami ly-based roles o f domest ic l i f e . T h e r e was a 
m i n o r i t y , ' h o w e v e r , w h o i expressed a vague sense o f f rus t ra t ion , suggesting tha t 
they hankered a f te r ' a w i d e r ' s o c i a l l i f e . T h i s m i n o r i t y w i l l be discussed later. 

r 



Social Contact Score , . . ' ' t > -. ' I 
T o measure the level of social contact that the elderly experienced we used' a 

social contact score. The scoring system was a mo'dified version' of that used by 
Jeremy Tunstall in Old and Alone.4 Any scoring system is crude, as it takes 
no account of the purpose of the contacts or their emotional depth. Moreover, 
our scoring system was essentially comparative.-It showed that some people had 
a higher social contact'level than others, vbut there was no absolute standard of 
social contact that could be used as a-measuring rod. Nevertheless,' it provided 
a rough guide to the level of social participation achieved and its' distribution 
between different groups. - * ' 

The scores achieved by the respondents ranged from £ to just under 100. The 
majority fell between 10 and 40 .We found that certain scoring levels coincided 
with real differences in the incidence of social'characteristics, and'we grouped 
the scores into the corresponding intervals, o to10, 11 to 15, 16 to 40; and 41 and 
over.We called these, respectively, low contact, moderate contact, high contact 
and very high contact'. • ' ' < ' ' ' 

Two-thirds of the respondents fell into the high'contact group and a small 
proportion into the very'high contact group. The high and very high contact 
groups together accounted for three-quarters of all the respondents. The remaining 
respondents were divided equally between the moderate contact group and the 
low contact group.-Married people fared best; nearly all of them fell into the 
high or very high group.'People who lived in "households with others, as we 
should expect from the scoring system, were more likely to achieve high scores 
than people who lived alone. But a remarkable feature was the considerable 
proportion of people living alone who achieved a high or very high contact level; 
two-fifths of the people living alone had high or very high contact. People 
aged 75 and over tended to have lower levels of contact than people under 75, and 
they were more liable to fall into the bottom'group. But it would be wrong to 
think of these older people as having a predominantly low contact level; two-
thirds of them had high or very high contact. ' 1 ' " . 

In general, people who fell into the top group^were people who'lived amid a 
large number of kin who functioned as a modified extended family.'One man 6 f 87 
for instance, lived with his wife, unmarried daughter, married son and daughter-
in-law and their children,'and he had five other "children and nine other grand
children in Seatown. He sawa large proportion of these relatives daily. One of the 
women living alone had'similar circumstances. She said her relatives were "in and 

4. 1 Seven points were' given for each member of the'respondent's'household, between one 
quarter and one point for each child seen during the previous month (other than a child living with 
him), and so on. The results are not directly comparable with TunstaU's, because of the modificat
ions introduced. In particular, we used a more stringent interpretation of isolation. But.the system 
resembles Tunstall's in giving the greatest number of points for members of, the respondent's 
household, so that, to a considerable extent, the scores reflect household composition. Our enquiries 
suggested that living with other people tended to multiply contacts; so we think that weighting 
the scoring system m this way b justified. • ( - - •> ' 



out of her house all the time", and she described herself as "not bothering 'with 
anyone except my family",,' f-, vjj . i, n < l , \ u [ r , , f | . . „.,-.~>f0 , T 

, ,People jn ' the, next • group, the high ̂ contact .group, , tended to -bê  those liying • in : 

large households, or, people who 'had many 'visitors.', The group also contained; a 
fewrpepple with numerous "public", activities. Typical of this group was a widow, 
in her middle sixties,jWno.livedjWithher daughter, son-in-law and grandchildren;, 
she often saw another daughter and, a brother in her sonTin-flaw's home,jbut she had 
no;activities outside,the: home-except ^church- going. A different type, of case was 
a wid-OWj in. her eighties who lived alone, and whose three children and thirteen 
siblings were all dead. She was visited daily both by a niece-and .^neighbour, 
and weekly ;by, the; niece's -husband .and. children; arid she had taken, a- holiday 
during t h e year. An imusual case was a middle-class W i d o w i n her late sixties, who 
was .also childless'and Jived alone; j she maintained a .wide: range of contacts' by 
working part-time for-a Vqluntty, welfare organisation., x r , - • „ vtnt . 

Peoplein.the moderate contact group tended to-be living in two,(of sometimes 
three) person households, who had few relatives o r friends in Seatown and who did 
not,engage;in, activities outsidethehome;. In sqme*ways, these were the people 
most,to .be .pitied-. They .were not superficially-,unhappy, but (their- social lives 
were-limited,- and most p f them Were faced with.the prospect of being; left com
pletely alone 1when one o f the partners died. One: example was a childless widow, 
in herfeighties who,, had a;lodger..She sa^ajneighbourAregularly and.asister 
intermittently, but her only activity ioutside the home;was.church-going. Another 
example was a,married woman,in her,sixties who.was looking after-her father 
aged 92, ,with whom she ,and her thusband lived. They had nO'children, and 
their ;qnly, sibling [was.in New Zealand.,They had^no ivisitors^ahd their- only, 
activity outside'"the:home was churchrgoing.: t ot'-Al Arov •-li ;'*.<.••<;• 
, People in the.bottomjgroup, ,the,low. contactjgroup,- tendedjto be very elderly, 
peoplelliving ;alpne» but [the group; also,included a fewrpepple. not living-alone 
whose circumstances^tied them to'the house. Typical of this, group was a childless 
widow of 80 living alone," who saw a ;sister," nephew and niece twice a-week and 
theinephew/:s(children/qnce^a/fortoight,,.She hadia:hornfevhelp;and 'she went;to 
church;regularly,<but she.'had n o qth^contects.Xessrtypical was' a single woman 
without relatives i n Seatqwn, ,whq lived as a cqmpanion-Jtq another/ very^elderly 
woman..She had no.visitors of her own,' and she j was tied,[tq:the, house by.:the 
inyahdity of.theot^her.womafi.";^ froLi«>g<-afjvr.'!sl >:-ut?-AI .at•"<:•;.'/. 1 * it T ! ' ic-
l} Most of the. people inj the; low ;contact group! could-not; be regarded [as jisolated.-
Their social life was narrowly based, but they had a few relatives or friends 
whqm^they saw fairly frequently. ; But the .group d i d contain a small,number o f 
people; who cquld -be classed,as isolated:t y K i,-;-, s\r < UilA. »•«."•• v ' t j . "...; J . \ . 

-•a.U'jn > t •> v i u m , , '• "toil ••"•v .'.i,•!••<•( i<>, /ir.nib K<>i - -E H'.K•/ ii .. .> >H!>C. .('• •«! 
Social isolation -»'..I-«t1o .1 •^•i-jvi *c -,m torn uv- u w/ . - >v<L <••'. .1 ••rib-/.,-' 

' ^Social'isolation'is'^anImprecise'bdnceptV It can' ha'v'e'a psycholoeical'or a socio-, 
••anwi.vu vv > J ' I ' . • r"ro .y.-.f n <-r„i <v .ji

,..*»xn'«.u.if>^!<.w t -p.,,. ..(., .'.f</i- - J - I . ' logical^connotation^and there^are nq : ragr.eed.criteria ;iqr measuring i t . i „ . , , 
" In its psychological sense, i t usually implies diminished opportunity-for social 



interaction in«which the personality is-genuinely, involved. This'is-likely tovhave 
adverse effects' on 'personality' development 'and'-on''the individukrsisensenof 
fulfilment. Some people define '--this kind 'of isolation 'as'-lack of membership of 
primary groups.'If isolation is interpreted in the psychologicalisense/i.number 
of people in-both the low contact' and moderate contact J groups .probablyf;ex^ 
perienced sonie degree of isolation. Their role relationships were limited arid some 
of their contacts seemed fairly perfunctory. But we lacked means of'measuring 
this kind of isolation.1 We'can only suggest that ,a- smalh number.-of'people 
experienced it, a'nd'that it was not'confined'to those wholived alone." ; " J . V ^ L 

In its sociological?sense,- isolation;implies that'people are cutWff i from>theimaih 
structure of society, either individually ;or as a group, so that they hardly-partici-i 
pate in the processes whichkeep *the main body of society in1 being." I f • isolation 
is interpreted in this structural sense, the evidence suggests that the elderly people 
o f Seatown as a whole were isolated. Their social life was confined almost 
entirely to the home and family and they had virtually no direct links with fthe 
.wider society^ An-assessment of this,form of.isplatioh calls [for; a more rdetailed 
examination of their social roles', however, and of3 the'.whole* structure r.of: social 
life in Northern Ireland. > ' ,' J t v v • v * | ">»:. mr. v(»t-. 31. .no'Jn, •-•Ud 

In. the absence of'a satisfactory, definition "of social isolation, wc came to the 
conclusion that the five respondents .with the.lowest social contact'scores,.ranging 
from \ . to-5, might be regarded?as isolated. They constituted'just under 5'jper 
cent of,the sample.! We^classed them as isolated because their;social contacts were 
"infrequent and limited, so, that theyvwere liabkrto.be d e p r i v e d ; o f itrue social 
participation.! But it was difficult to, regard even this jgrdup'asrfully .isolated*. 
All lived alone and all were either single or widowed..Two had married children 
in Seatown, but saw-them seldom; theyjdid.not see many,,other) visitors, and 
they had no < activities outside the home. .The other,.three were childless (.and 
they had no relatives in Northern Ireland. One was an invalid. T w o of.them, 
including,the inValid, were .visited .weekly- by. one,.friend-andImbrithlyiiby 
another, and the invalid received'regular visits=from her .minister and'Ker doctor. 
Only the fifth respondent, a single man in his seventies-whose only'relative was 
in Canada, had no visitors or friends, though he saw a. neighbour-several times 
a week. His.main-occupations were reading, radio and television.-He wasineither 
lonely nor unhappy. In fact, only one of .the five( admitted .to loneliness.- Thus, 
even these five people, with one "exception, were not completely ai t off from 
relatives or friends and they all had someone.to jturn;to.in time of,trouble. >„,r 

<>,.'. ' .•: <j< ' .. . irs • i y vstf \ . JJ- j zut Jsjft tioh<'/F'iUi 
Loneliness ' r • < 

Loneliness can be distinguished from isolation. It has been described as a 
subjective experience,?a sense of<''feeling;lonely'VI->l. u'-.••roifj M«atwnT.<i 

The most remarkable feature 'of- I p n e h n e W ' a m o n g * o u r respondents' was'1 the 
number and variety o f people who v?0e'ndt ^otfeiyi; Nearly all theVresplaridenYs 
denied feeling .more than" occasional .loneliness ;j:this !}ield "gbod'ior.p&ple^yatti 

' 5.J. Tunstall, op.'at. ; • • ' •-» m j r o -v* vn.-i; : in •"->.; V> t. }z- vf-j-.s <j.>/ V 
E 
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lowjorjmoderate;sbdde6ntact,yas W;ell;as;those-inithe higher i contact groups. 
Onlys^asterithilof ithe respondents,saidsrthey^were- oftenolonely. The^numberiof 
lonely,'pe6plerwas small:ibr reliable arialysisji but (it ihcluded:several who were 
deaf or mentally confused,1 two with sick husbands (in one case, so sick as to be "no 
compahyinow^.-fanditwoiwho, were mot rlonely tin a;generalised*sense but for 
particular people -who iwere > dead or! overseas. Several; of the lonely people had 
veryrhigh social, contact.' v\ -w !uQ . nry oji, - ' :-<n-*>. ;• 
vkGontrarytfo' general belief, therefore, we did not find loneliness to be a common 
characteristicT;6flthe'!elderly.':Koriwas (it 1 necessarily associated with-isolation* 
Tihoughiour/humbers were small-, ..there iwastsome indication, that loneliness was 
theroutcdmeibfoihability. tOieommunicateLwith other people,-!especially people 
whojwereiloyed.'ithis could) operate independently of the contact level, as -in., the 
case-.of the'deaf.'- }JH!J i ••_)<<• -yh , >-t>\ • t< v 1 . •»•>• :.,u ••<'- .-.) >• »> ?. 
i?oraiii b9nr*f!<>•> /cv. •fhi L-bc 1 ibr 'T J / v t . « • . ) , / *;>•<'// n i«. 
Anomiflx -rMi\\ a^hot: yj! »••«: / r.ss' »- t/'f ;!in ' S - C B • ••-><• ' .^j -v 
i>vj^qmia'is'a psycho-sociologicaltterm -Used to 'denote a state •'of normlessness. 
msoriehtatidn-ancl loss!of purpose;nt-is' thought' to 'stem from* lack of social 
integration. Highly anqmic people may feel invisible or dead; mildly anomic 
ones may feel unhappy and cut off from society ?.The incidence of ahomia in a 
grouplbf people'-'is" regarded as.a guide toitheir-degree of social integration.- -
" !'To assess'the incidence of anomia among the elderly of Seatown we used the 
test developed by Srole in the UiS. 'A: and used by Tunstall in Britain. 6 The results 
were puzzling.'-Only a small'proportion'of people were clearly anomic,'but i f 
these'are gfoupedfwith(the people who showed some signs-'ofiariomia, over half 
the're$pondents: were- ahomic'ini'some'degree. Anomia -was'not confined to 
people'with low^cOntatet; not«were*any --of;the• isolatedipeople fully anomic. 
Anomia-was a'iairly^widespread "characteristic, found' among 'many types of 
people1;-' ov/T Mn,-:tti J**- ,rw v r O XaJ: ' >i •>, j-'!v * '« « 
v'-it is'Uiffictdt td-int^1f«t-these;£ncungs/'^e do not believe that half the elderly 
people 'o£^e^tdwn : (-w^''-<!-^rientatm?or unhappy.vand 'we know that they 
were "not all cut off> frbm social?intercourse. W e ; are.inclined-to think that the 
;widesp"read artomia'refl^cted the segregation of the elderly. W e think it suggested, 
iiOt- nbrnllesshess;<but'the maintenance of values and habits developed in earlier 
yearl, whichtended to diverge'-ffomlthose of modern society. This'would be in 
keepirigJwith tne'hqme-centred !livesof theelderly, as the home tends to preserve 
traditiohal attitudes.1 The;results of-thetanomia test,; therefore;-itend to confirm 
our impression that the elderly were a separate segment of society, isolated from 
the main body. f 
L g<; .' JHl 1 j . - . b tl'-.'O r/jjf i\ .'• >'1u • • I \,-<>i* u;:/'U*'V*.ei\i 'I > . . . 

6. The anomia test consisted of obtaining each respondent's agreement or disagreement with each 
-of five statements, such as^"In spite of what people say,, the life of the ordinary person is getting 
.worse, not better", and "These-days; a person doesn't really, knowon whom he.can rely". Positive 
answers scored "one pointvThe maximum possible score for each respondent was'five. Respondents 
scoring' four Or five points' were regarded as'ahomic; thbse:scoring two'or three were regarded as 
showing some signs of anomia; and those scoring one or less were regarded, as non-anomic. 



Social integration: isome.interimconclusions i .o. ,< : ' J ; ' '-• •;><•( . J 

' < It is clear that the elderly of Seatown enjoyed a'high level of social participation-
But this was. largely •"private",1 hi the-sense of being confined to the homeland 
familyi Their social integration'was* mainly integration in the life of the family, 
and they had few social links outside the home. Their most significant social activity 
outside the home was church-going. '-' * 1 **<-•• ' ' 

Serious personal isolation was rare. Our sample did contain a srriall proportion 
of isolated .people,' and -this could indicate-a considerable number in the real 
population'. But it would be wrong to over-emphasise personal isolation. Living 
alone did not necessarily make people isolated; and even people classed as isolated 
were not completely neglected or devoid of social contact. More significant, 
perhaps, was the position of the-elderly as a whole. T h e y appeared to be a 
structurally isolated' segment of society, whose social links were almost entirely 
with their own families. This raises important theoretical'questions; which will 
be discussed later. • • ' ' . : i « • ')• ' > l i 1 , ; • ' ' 
. o , - 1 y • ' .;" ' • •. " '1 . ... ... • 

'"'* r SOCIAL SERVICES AND 'SOCIAL'NEEDS !s" '' ^ 

Financial circumstances • , '» • • j .- • « ' . .' 
First impressions suggested that the elderly of Seatown were mainly prosperous 

people, in comfortable financial circumstances. But this impression was misleading-
' It is notoriously difficulttb obtain precise particulars of income, and we did hot 

attempt this.. Instead, we discovered the format each .respondent's income 
(statutory retirement pension, private pension, supplementary benefit, and so on), 
and this gave us a* rough guide to his financial position. W e then modified this 
rough assessment by examining his reply to a question about the adequacy of 
government help to the elderly (a question which often elicited information about 
the respondent's own financial circumstances), and we also took into account any 
other relevant information we possessed, such as the type of holiday the respondent 
had taken. This combination of information enabled us to classify the respondents 
into three groups, those with a low income level, those with a modest income 
level, and those with a comfortable or V e r y comfortable income level. The 
low income level corresponded roughly to supplementary benefit levelor a little 
above it; people in this group relied mainly on statutory retirement pension, with 
or.'without supplementary benefit. The modest income group contained people 
whose income appeared to be higher than this but hot more than ^ 2 0 a week; 
they were mainly people who had some form of superannuation in addition tO 
statutory retirement benefit, often supplemented ( b y private savings. TheJ .top 
group contained people whose'incomes appeared to be at least -£20 a week and 
were often'more.' As far as we could judge, these were people with" considerable 
income from investments, often combined with pensions. This method of 
classification was crude, but it provided a rough' guide to the financial .circum
stances' of the group as a whole., ' , j v 3 *-j|.--r.,f 1 , 

More than two-fifths of the elderly, fell into the l ow income group, and about 



the same proportion had. modest incomes. The remainder, less than a fifth of.the 
total, had comfortable pr very;comfortable incomes. Nearly everyone received 
statutory retirement pension. .Nearly,,a third relied-almost entirely on? it, and 
nearly a quarter relied on statutory retirement pension and supplementary benefit. 
About two-fifths received -both 'statutory retirement pension and some other 
form of superannuation. The level of personal income was-much lower than we 
h a d i e x p e c t e d . 7 . - - : - \ * : '• ' •• > . . •: •<••'. ' ' ',' ,< •; . 

But figures of personal income were misleading. Nearly all the respondents in 
thelow income group who were not receiving supplementary benefit were living 
in households jwith,other people, U s u a l l y their married children,- and-they were 
mostly sharing a standard of-living higher than their personal incomeamplied. 
They were,- in fact, being subsidised by their-children. This left only about a 
quarter of the respondents'who could be ; regarded as genuinely poor, that is, 
whose low incomes jWere not off-set by advantageous social-circumstances., 

But even the genuinely poor managed to maintain a standard of-modest 
comfort. They may have been getting unacknowledged help from their families, 
but we had the impression. that their comfort was,due to habits of contented 
frugality inherited from' the lean pre-war days in Northern Ireland. One widow 
living alone, whose total income was under jT6 a week, said: "I'm satisfied with 
what-I get. It leaves me enough to work on". The poor did not seem conscious 
of their-poverty. Those who said the • government should give more financial 
help to-the elderly (and many said this) were mainly people in comfortable 
circumstances, who were thinking of pensioners less well placed than themselves. 

•The air of comfortable prosperity, which marked our elderly respondents^ 
therefore, disguised a good deal of financial stringency. But this was not felt as a 
hardship, and for many it was mitigated by living with their children,- a fact which 
further emphasises the importance of the family in.the lives of the elderly people 
of Seatown: \ ' J,1 - " : ) . . - ' * , 

Pastimes - f' r '": ' , H*\\ ' ' ' . . 
As few of the elderly were in paid employment, pastimes were particularly 

important. Nearly all engaged in pastimes of one kind or another.. But their 
pastimes were^ overwhelmingly domestic. They consisted mainly of listening to 
radio','watching television, and'doing gardening and needlework. Activities 
outside the'home, such "as theatre-going and golf, were rare, as were also creative 
hobbies such as photography and carpentry. In fact, the'elderly tended to make 
hobbies: of the ordinary activities' of home life. -

A riarrOw range of interests 'may be a normal characteristic of old age. It may 
also reflect a,lifetime lack of wider interests. But the fact that nearly all the 

" i <•)•*( • ; - K | - , / . . ,1. ' _ •< • •' 1 • ' ' 

7. Although our method of assessing personal income was crude, there can be little doubt about 
the large'proportion of people in the low income'group. All these people received supplementary 
benefit or else their personal incomes consisted entirely, or almost'entirely, of statutory retirement 
pension, so that' there is a firm criterion ofassessment.' - ' --: ' - » 



respondents' pastimes were inexpensive suggests that.financial stringency was at 
least partly responsible for the narrowness .'of their interests^ ' ••;•••.*' *. 
-.As stated earlier;- most of the respondents were satisfied with their home-based 

lives. But a quarter of them expressed interest in taking up paid employment. 
Desire for employment was expressed mainly by the men, particularly by those 
living in two-person households, and somewhat surprisingly, it was expressed 
mainly by men with good incomes who showed little sign of anomia. It was not 
associated with poverty or loneliness, and it was by no means confined to the 
younger retired people. W e are forced to the conclusion that desire for employ
ment was a genuine expression of ennui by a mihority.of "unwilling disengagers", 
that is, by..men whose retirement from work had been an enforced compliance 
with social norms,.and who did not find meaningful social roles in the activities 
of the home. 8 -. \ - < <, >* . ' . ' 

Use of the social services • • • • • • • • 

The elderly showed a marked ambivalence towards the social services. Nearly 
all drew national insurance retirement pension, and-they showed no reluctance 
to do so. A quarter drew supplementary benefit, and many others said they would 
do so if they were in need.,Practically all were registered with a general practi
tioner under the National Health Service, and two-thirds had seen their general 
practitioner during the previous year. But they: made little use of the other 
services. In fact, a fifth of them had used no services at all during the previous 
year, except national insurance. Moreover, there was some evidence that, in 
practice, living with a married son or daughter was a more acceptable form of 
financial help than applying for supplementary benefit. Only a small number of 
people used clubs, visiting services, home helps arid similar services which are 
popularly regarded as the mainstay of the aged.. Apart from the financial services, 
their sheet-anchor was the general practitioner; but the evidence suggests^that 
even he was not used very frequently.9 , . ( 

Failure to use the social services was not due to ignorance. All the non-users 
knew about the services, mainly through informal channels such as friends and 
neighbours. Nor was non-use of the services due to lack of need. As we show 
in the next sub-section, there were a number of people in need of services who had 
not applied for them. 

W e came to the conclusion that failure to use the social services was due to an 
incompatibility between the way the services are provided and the social attitudes 
and expectations of the elderly. People whose lives are as "private" as those of 
our respondents do not easily turn .to a formal public service in time of trouble. 
Nor do they take the initiative in making a request,for help. They are used to 
.- -•• r", . . , ! ' :.. . i • " ' > . , • ] ,' . , ; . ' 

8. Adams and Cheeseman (op. cit.) found-that many public service employees, who were com-
pulsorily retired at sixty,'resented their retirement and were anxious for employment. 

9. Only a sm;ll proportion of the respondents mentioned a visit from their doctor during the 
previous month. •-.>'•' • - « - * • .* ' • ' " ' " « ' * 



an informal, uhdifferentifated family system of mutual support, in winch help is 
available without asking. In contrast to this, seeking outside help requires-a 
conscious act, both analytical and positive, and this is out of"keeping with the 
habits and (attitudes of the elderly. Outside help is acceptable only when long 
usage has woven it into the ordinary fabric of their lives, so;that'little deliberate 
effort is required in seeking it. W e think the essentially bureaucratic nature of the 
social services was the main barrier to their use. . ••' '• 

Un-ntet-needs- ' • •< . , , i -, • , . . v , •,, \ 
Handicapped and sick old people, and those suffering the frailty of extreme old 

age.'often have special needs. A fifth of the respondents fellinto one or other of 
these'categories, though only;a small number were housebound. I > • 

These infirm respondents did not draw heavily on the social services. Most of 
them lived with their families and were cared for by them. But some were clearly 
a heavy burden on their families. One unmarried daughter of 40 had given up 
her job to look after her very elderly mother, and one elderly invalid was looked 
after entirely by her husband. A number of families were getting help from the 
district nurse and home help service, but more help was heeded. 

More important was the fact that five of the infirm old people were living 
alone. One was classed as isolated. Two of them'we're getting no help from 
the'social services and said'they .looked after'themselves. One of these, was a 
"woman with multiple disabilities who had had a stroke, .arid' the other was a 
frail'old woman* of 87; Cases of this'kind'were rare, but they could add up to a 

. considerable total in the real elderly population of the town. . • , 

. The elderly themselves were reticent about their uh-met needs and,they had 
difficulty in formulating, their ideas'. Needs appeared to fall into four'categories, 
however, transport/ finance, pastimes and more effective aid for the very elderly 
and infirm, including in some cases their families. This last need has already been 
indicated. Apart from specific services, the very'elderly and infirm'also needed 
supportive visiting, especially i f they lived alone. Infirm people'tended'to be; 
lonely and anxious, and it was often general support they needed, rather than 
specific help. As brie old lady said, "Somebody shouldcall to see that we're all 
right". • : ; 1 "<• ':• ' - - * -; - / ' 

"People O n outlying estates complained1 of transport difficulties: These'arose 
from the shortage of public transport and from its cost. Transport is a key factor v 

iti all social life today, and it must be particularly important to'the elderly, who 
can no longer drive a car or walk more than asho'ft distance. Lack of transport 
may help to account for their;limited social lives, 'as well as hamp'ering thern in 
their domestic business. W e think,1 therefore,'that there was a/real need for,clieap 
and easy transport"in outlying'areas. • "'• ' : *'v 1 "'''''' ' ! - v ' ' ' J 

A number of respondents expressed a need ,for financial concessions of various 
kinds, such as reduced 'bus fares' and,'rate rebates. There were enough of these 
suggestions to indicate that some people did feel financial strain. Small financial 
concessions, such as cheap transport and recreational facilities, would probably 

1 



ease their'lives and ; widen their interests.-The!evidence>of'financial -strain.' also 
means that any additional service provided forlthe elderly- must be -inexpensive 
i f it is to be effective. • . M I - > \ >r'> n i / u i / / v i i v h ^ r . 
: The need felt by some of the men for meaningful social roles'outside the home 
has already" been discussed.'Other pedple'vaskedofor-vadd^tiond'jrecreatidnal 
facilities of a modest kind,* such as more-seats 'onithe front,'the ire-opening of a 
bowling green'that! had 'been closed,'-and' friendly visiting. Some-'people asked 
for services "that already existed," such as'clubs; andcwe cah'onlycdnclude'.that 
these services did hot reach' the people who needed them." Apart from the needs of 
the role-deprived minority of men, there seemed to be a general rnee5d for'simple 
recreational facilities'that were .'easilyi accessible and'which offered "little more 
than an opportunity-to.sit and ta lk .V- 1 •>•>'-.. '*>• • " 1 ''.'• • x-ouz )•* S.'J 
•' ' '" ' 1 '1 J i.. i\o \,\ [..: , '<» .-IUVA «- '.• , ;/-f<;i t/Iotrcf 1 f'-v-'-, ,t 
'•> , >.:• m . . - , . , '• /• ,1 -„.rj . n<t<,> .rt'.uJ Juodi ; '.:|«... 

GENERAL CONCLUSIONS AND vTtiEORETICAL iMPLICATIONS'1'^' 

Integration and disengagement. 1 • _>. *-r :t-.«. u- '*> J: >; jyi 1 , ly <-mui•<>; / i u r - t 
' T h e outstanding characteristic of the elderly people of Seatown was their'active 

social life. Our'findings suggest that mOst ''elderly-'people lived^amid'aF wide 
circle of relatives atidrfriehds with whom/theymaintainedahighlevel 1 of contact. 
Their lives were almost entirely "private'^-however;'ahd<their 'social participa
tion-was mainly participation in the' fermly:,g>piip.-''!3ieynlia(l 'feV'actiVitte's 

.outside" the home; except churcK--going' 1 .• t 

' -'Personal isolation was rare,'and even when1 i'trdid occur'it was less*'devastating 
than we might 'expect.-But' it did occur,'mainly among 1 the'minority of people 
who lacked relatives in Northern Ireland, though'evenm these cases" the loyalty 
of friends and neighbours mitigated its severity. Living alone by no means 
implied isolation. A large •.proportion of .the people..living'alone had^a high 
level of social contact;, they appeared to be pr'actisihg-jwhat hasrbeen. called 
"intimacy at a distance".. More'significant, was. the,structural.isolation,ofthe 
elderly as a whole.. They .appeared to,beJ a Separate segment of.society,,having 
few direct links,with the main body,[and the widespread.tenjlencyrto3ariomia 
suggests that < they, were, tp some extent ideplogical^alienated-from thegeneral 
body of society: , r ; ; < _ V , ' _ ". ^ ^ V ' r ' , ' ^ "/ „ ^ 

Does this situation,support the disengagement jtheoryJ^The lack of)activities 
outside the [home,, the contentment of, most of the elderly fwith their limited 
domestic lives,, and .the little-sense of .loss .that people felt after ̂ retirement 'all 
suggest a'process or disengagement, as tar ras. public, roles are concerned.. But 
there are two important, gaps in our ilpowledge. Despite, the,evidence,;ofi an 
active family Jife, we, dp not knpw .what the, place, of, the. elderly within. their 
families really was. W e do not know whether they had strategic positions based 
on prestige, the provision of domestic services or even, ,in some cases,,financial 
power, or whether,theyiwere.linked to .their families by!ties of affectiontand 
dependence only. Consequently, we do not know whether;they -were'dis-



erigagmg^ffom "private" roles, just'as they had. disengaged, from public ones, or 
whetherttheirilossrof'public roles'iwas-balanced by a n intensification o f roleT 

activity within the home. . V , ' , 
oj.Even 'm6rei;importont,Jwe,.know<;little about the social-systemvin Northern 
Ireland i n general. W e do hot know whether there really 1*5 a "wider society", o f 
whether a l l social -life is essentially "private". It can hardly/be completely private, 
but there, is a good deal o f evidence" suggesting that itis still-strongly influenced 
-by'jthfetfamily-basedisysteml.of anfearlier .peasant society, in'which,public and 
'privateTrolesiWere!urldifferentiated,and , practically a l l .social relationships were 
familial.1"? People i n Northern Ireland have difficulty iri;conceptualising formal, 
nonrfaihilial.roles, arid'they,.tend'to,perform public activities through private 
channels, such as buying cars and selecting.people for.jobs. They.ftend to feel 
uneasy'in public roles,- and public forms of social life often have a n air of un
reality about them. Many of the respondents must have had public roles of 
some -kind-earlier, i n their lives, v i f ,only_ , those, o f .paid employment. But the 
process of withdrawing from them may not have' been disengagement as it is 
usually understood, that is , the outcome of a gradual diminution of social interests, 
-leading eventually, to .withdrawal into the inner self. Withdrawal from public 
roles b y the ;elderly of Seatown may have, been felt as relinquishment of a part 
of their social.lives which, i u most .cases,.(had, never .-been very meaningful to 
.them;.and" the privatisation;.that follo^ved may'have meant absorption into away 
of life that3was hu.keeping-with/their real conception of social organisation. 
In fact, disengagement i n Northern Ireland may not be,the same thing as dis
engagement i n other;western countries.-But w e must await fuller knowledge of 
the social system An general i n Northern Ireland before w e can really understand 
the social position.of-thp(aged. 'u. ,->, , 4 i ; ; ., \;,. 

>:<-<-n <: *» J A«j t jtkvJ . . :.- .. < f ' • s, \ \ . - ' r „ •'. 
/'Some 'thoughts on therorganis'ation of services for the elderly - • < • 

t The uri-met needs of tnePeTderly i n Seatown d i d not 'seem extensive/'But there 
was aineedTor cheap and'easy transport, a need which-will increase as the'public 

' -transport services'contract;' there'was'a'rieed for supportive visiting of the infirm 
'and very aged', especially those living, alone, and also perhaps for a differient 
kind o f visiting* friendly rather than supportive^ to widen the social participation 
of people with low, contact; there was a general need to make-the domiciliary 
^services;fof.the .infirm'-and'very aged-more effective, so'that-they reached those 
;wh6rneeded tHeinjl'fliere .was -need'for 'additional?recreational amenities o f a 
'modest* arid :'iaiflya passiye kirid !,yand ?'for'the minority' of'role-deprived men 

? mae'Was'V' .r ie^ l ' for I i ;«ppMble activity'outside the-home;raridTirially, as the 
elderly, of Seatown were far less affluent, than w e had Originally'supposed, there 
.was a heedTor'small-'finahcial concessions'over a wide'range of activities. 1 

*nf;:.<j *f«»J>*»[ -J : r. •» .'>••'• • '. .«; '•<•«•'• „ . „« • • . . •' - .-. • 
'io.'See G.'M. Arerisberg and S.-T. Kimball, Family and Community in Ireland, Cambridge, Mass., 

Ii940.< Although thisidealsrwith'an area in Southern Ireland, the-influence of the family system it 
-describes seems to have been widespread, r , . » ; • , 



, How could these;needs best"be mete'We think: the problem.is not primarily 
one of establishing new services; a number of the services needed already existed, 
and.they were not adequately used. Some of the difficulties of the elderly-could 
be eased by,a change in public attitudes.,The ideaof "retirement",-for instance, 
is an administrative concept-generated'by superannuation schemes, arid it'is not 
iri keeping,with the capacities "of/some elderly people. It has.made us think,of 
old people as "dependents", with a wholly passive function in society. -But, in 
reality-old age spans a period of twenty years, during which the potentialities of 
the'elderiy vary widely. Many of the young elderly, are fit, responsible and active 
people, and to push people of this kind into passive seclusion is a form of psycho? 
logical murder. The best way to meet their needs .would be-to develop, the con-r 
vention'of a "second job", a new job .taken up on retirement and pursued for 
ten years or so. It would have to be a job with easier hours and lighter responsi
bility than-a man's main career commitment, and perhaps in a different field. 
This would enable a number of elderly people to remain.in the.wider society 
and retain their sense of fulfilment, but it would make allowance for their declining 
powers. The shortage of labour in the service industries and the professions should 
make such an arrangement possible. A change of attitude towards elderly people 
generally'Would also help to solve their problems. I f we recognised that the 
elderly are part of society and that our ordinary institutions, such,as shops, 
transport system and churches, should make provision for them as they do; for 
groups such as adolescents and women, the need for special services would 'be 
mitigated. W e need to get away from the idea that the elderly; are a, "welfare 
problem" to be dealt with by the social services. . . '. . ^ . • 
• For some elderly people, however, special services will always be needed. But 
more thought needs to be given to the way of providing these services,'that is, 
to ways of identifying-people in need, the channels through which services are 
most likely to reach them, and ways of making services acceptable to them. 
There is a three-fold problem of identification, access and acceptability. 

The nature of our respondents' lives makes us think that the commonly accepted 
ways of providing services for, the elderly are misconceived. The elderly live 
in an undifferentiated world of family relationships and mutual support, in which 
they expect help to come automatically in time of trouble as part,of the ordinary 
activities of family life. Outside help is acceptable>only, i f long/usage has,knit 
it into "the ordinary fabric of their lives. People with .this kind : of background 
do not easily turn to a specialised, bureaucratic organisation, however kindly 
the administration may be. They are not, likely ;to, use public services-unless 
the service comes to them in a personal, informal way, almost unnoticed, perhaps 
in association with some other activity to which they are accustomed. The two 
outside; institutions which'•• were incorporated into the lives of the-elderly .in 
Seatown were the churches and the general practitioner; W e .think,.therefore, 
that greater use should be made of these institutions as'channels of service. .They 
,have the added advantage that both general practitioners andiclergy are;able. to 
identify most elderly people, in their'areas. n ' - , . , > • • • , ' • 



'•'We-lliink-that'pteyentive'visit^ of the very elderly and infirm should;be the 
responsibility• of general practitioners; it should probably be done by health 
visitors working in conjunction with the general practitioners. There is already 
a movement in this!-direction. This kind'?of' visiting requires discreti6h< and 
courtesy,'however; the independence of elderly people must be respected, and 
visiting-must have no overtones of "inspection''' Visiting of this kind would 
provide support for the most dependent group from someone they already trust, 
and it'could be the means ofinvoking more specialised help when it is needed. 

v It would be wrong to centre all help in the health services, however; too close 
an association of- general "welfare with'matters of ^health is inappropriate "and 
unacceptable. W e think many forms of general welfare, including friendly 
visiting of people with'low contact, could'be done through the churches. The 
churches are.respected'and acceptable'institutions'in Northern'Ireland, with 
which most elderly people'have direct'links, and-work* for the elderly'«seems a 
natural extension of work they already do'for other groups,'such as children and 
young -people. Through 'their lay members, they could provide a variety of 
informal'• services, such as transport, recreation and opportunities for social 
intercourse. Work'o f this-kind requires care and insight, and it should not'be v 

left to'enthusiastic amateurs or the very young. But the churches have a wide 
range of human resources in Northern Ireland, and guidance could be provided 
by the statutory welfare services or by a co-ordinating service such as we suggest 
below. I • . , < ' • . . • • •: .,•; 
' Services might also be made acceptable to the elderly if they were offered iri the 
form of mutual aid. Elderly people often accept help more readily from their own 
generation than they do from others, because they have more in'common with 
them. Retired people might be encouraged to set up mutual" aid groups, in 
which resources could be pooled and the.more recently retired could assist their 
older neighbours.-> An arrangement of'this kind would also help to provide 
responsible activity'for people who were seeking roles outside the home. 
•• 'There would still be some needs which could not be met through any of these 
channels: Transport difficulties in • the outlying"*areas- of Seatown could -only 
be met by the provision of a minibus, and the need for additional public amenities, 
suchias seats and'bowling greens, calls for .pressure on1 public authorities. T o deal 
with these wider problems, some form of general1 agency is needed/We think 
that >a ̂ composite1 administrationrcentre is called for, not to act as a first-line 
service,"ibut to'coordinate, stimulate and advise the more personal services,' to 
act as a pressure group and tb'ruh services which are too expensive or too technical 
for other bodies.-'- > •..''>•' 1 , \ .'. . / ^ n i . . : . - - > v '• • • .h 

The need for employment felt by a minority 6f the retired men was: more than 
a'local'problem.-'It raises: the whole' question of retirement /policy."A national 
O r g a n i s a t i o n ' s needed-to educate the public iri'the cruelty'and unreality of ah 
abrupt transition'from full-time''employment to' slippered 'ease arid to explore 
the possibilities !of modified forms-of employment for people in J their sixties 
and early seventies. But a local administrative centre such as we suggest above 



might educate opinion locally, it mlgi i t ;ad.as^-i!kbour;exchang« , ' ! for'p^-t ime 
work, andit might be able to orgafuseCsome'kinds of: recreational occupation.^, 

• . ." 1 .' ' :• :v-x ci-M >''•{( v.-i //muA'\ o k u V :h »o f ;«j /: sou A 
Comparisons with Britain: are'similarities misleading?'^yx-i: ' > iuu ;n ,y> j : •; hh-
''Superficially, the elderly-in Seatown were remarkably likenthei-'elderlyvin 

Britain. "Privatisation'', segregation from 1 the : m'aih;< body'pbf society,-" close 
contact-with their families, maimy^through their children, >a 'high, incidence'of 
ahomia, a low" take-up of public services except the health<and fihanciali services; 
and a low income'level 'aire; all- chafa&erotic' of-'the 'elderly tin 'Britain, 'tike-; the 
elderly people of Seatown, mos't"rbf the'elderly in'Britain are well'cared for by 
their families; but in Britain as in'Seatown, 'there is a small minority of isolated 
people.1 1 ' ? r < 1» tf* • •><>•'. .I'.i <- _ 

The similarities -may be"*misleadihg,-however;'Statistically, they were often 
closer than we should'expect.-Seatown is a middle-class town,1 whereas national 
samples from -Britain' "must coritain'a preponderance o f working-class people: 
British studies have shown a significant difference" between the pattern of relation
ships in middle-class families and the pattern of -relationships-in t working-class 
families, and' we'- should' "expect" liiis difference to'ibe-'reflected in"' the' Seatown 
figures. There were, -indeed, :some differences, arid • 'some' of them did appear 
to reflect the higher social status of the Seatown elderly.'There were'more single 
people in Seatown than in Britain generally; a sfrialler proportion of people had 
children; among those who''had children,.there'* was a smaller ̂ proportion with 
children living locally;1 and contact with children1 was-somewhat lower. These 
differences appear to reflect- the ;nuddle-cla'ss:-cha'racteristics''of the Seatown 
people. But other differences point 'in-the' opposite direction/The general level of 
contact of the; Seatown elderly'was lnghe'r :thahthat of the British elderlyi-And 
their additional contacts must have been- within''their'own "families, as social 
participation outside the home (except for church-going) tended to be lower. 
This suggests that the family life of the elderly people of Seatown, despite their 
somewhat fewer local relatives, must have been closer and more intensive than 
that of the average elderly person in Britain. This kind of intensive family life, 
in which people are almost encapsulated in the family group, is typical of the old 
working-class areas of Britain, but not of middle-class areas. In other words, 
the middle-class elderly of Seatown may be unlike the middle-class elderly in 
Britain, and like the elderly in the old working-class areas in Britain. Thus, the 
similarities between the findings for Seatown and the findings for Britain may 
disguise important differences between the two countries.1 2 

11. See E. Shams, P. Townsend and others, P. Townsend and D.Wedderburn and J. Tunstall, 
op. cit. 

12. The British figures used for comparison 'were those given-by Townsend in E. Shanas and 
others, op. cit. - The ̂ figures were not fully comparable (for instance,'Townsend excluded women 
aged 60-64), and-s'ome ofthe .Seatown figures were too small to >be reliable.^ But the differences 
referred to in the text/were large'enough to.be SuggeshveiTi'.'Isolated"-pebple'ihtSeatOwn were 
compared with ''extremely isolated'.' people in Britain, "as thei>two categories appeared\td'be the 
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- 'It is "difficult to judge from r this'study iwriether the"elderly in Northern Ireland 
as awhole are likely to resemble those in Britain.'As.we explained earlier, Seatown 
is not typical of the whole province, either in its demographic structure or in its 
social and economic characteristics;'The rural areas in the west of;the province 
are-probably" more affected-by migration than $;eatOwri; they have a higher 
proportion.of single,people; , arid they, may. be jnore directly influenced by the 
older traditions lof^.peasant society.' Even; if tthere ,w-?a;close similarity between 
theielderly;,of'Seatown 'and -the elderly ̂ of Britain, it "lis similarity between an 
untypical, area of 'Northern Ireland ,;and> Britain. Findings from British studies 
cahnQt.be applied withconfidence in ̂ Northern Ireland, therefore, and further 
"studieŝ of, the social process of ageing,in the .province _ are needed. ' 

Such studies should be set within the framework of a general analysis of the 
family, and society in Northern Ireland. W e are^apt to.assumeuthat Northern 
Ireland is a modern'industrial'society, similar to Britain, and other western 
countries, and that a.set of-social phenomena in :Northern Ireland has the same 
meaning",as.a similar set o f phenomena in Britain.tBut what appears to be the 
same rsituation, may be produced by different factors. The strong-family life of 
the elderly inVBritain and-other industrial societies seems to be the effect of the 
later stages,of industrialisation; it has-been made possible by leisure, affluence 
and -improved communications. But the -close integration of the elderly with 
their, families in. Northern- Ireland may be due to the residual influence of an 
earlier social, system;;,it may,/represent a different-point in the time-scale of 
industrialisation, - an- initial stage rather, than-a, late stage. Or, indeed, it may, 
represent a,different'form.of social development, arising out of different initial 
/Conditions. For-these reasons,'-a study of the elderly in-Northern-Ireland without 
an examination of the family and the social system, and the effects of industrialisa
tion uponrthem; could be misleading.-',><•' . . ... r* ;* ;• ' • 1 
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same. In.both countries,rlessjthan"5 per cent fell into these categories. Similarly, "low contact" 
people in Seatown were compared with "semi-isolated" peoplein Britain; a quarter of the British 
sample were semi-isolated,- but'onlyabout an eight of the .Seatown elderly .had low contact. The 
intensivefarnily life'of the'oldworkingrclass in Britain is described by P. Townsend in The Family 
Life ofOld People,- London,-1957, and by M . Kerr in The People'of Ship Street, London, 1958. 
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