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ABSTRACT

AUTHOR: Darach Turley.

TITLE: "An Exploratory Investigation of the Impact of Conjugal Bereavement on

Selected Consumer Behaviour and Lifestyle Dimensions of Women over 

60 in Ireland"

Many segmentation variables have been employed to differentiate groups of senior 

consumers. This thesis focuses on an unresearched though sizeable subsegment of this 

senior market - older widows. The effect of role transition on consumer behaviour has 

been investigated for a number of roles, however, the transition to widowhood, one of 

the most significant transitions in a woman’s life, has been largely ignored.

The theoretical backdrop to this thesis is twofold. First, the senior consumer behaviour 

literature is examined to isolate dimensions on which widows may differ from other 

seniors. Second, a number of bereavement-related constructs from sociology and 

psychology are identified to help explain possible alterations to the consumer behaviour 

and lifestyles of older widows.

The empirical research comprises three separate stages. First, focus groups were held 

to determine in an exploratory fashion the salience of constructs to be researched and 

to assist in the generation of hypotheses. Second, a structured self-administered 

questionnaire was administered to a national probability sample of widows over 60 in 

the Irish Republic. Finally, semi-structured "call-back" interviews were conducted on 

a subsample of this national sample. Findings from all three strands of the research 

were then incorporated in the analysis and discussion.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to extend my sincerest thanks to the following for their valued assistance:

To my supervisor, Professor Peter M. Chisnall, for sensitive encouragement, for the gift 

of an appreciation for genuine scholarship, and for stimulating a catholic approach to 

consumer research.

To Teresa, my numerate mentor, for numerous phone-calls and innumerable intrusions 

on her "quality time".

To Dr. Brendan Whelan, his assistants, and the field staff of the Economic and Social 

Research Institute for their forbearance and creative advice.

To the library staff of DCU, DIT, TCD, and UCD Medical Library.

To the widows I met, for their time and their readiness to speak so frankly with me 

about life without a spouse.

xiii



IS DO MO MHATHAIR ATA AN TRACHTAS 

SEO A THIOLA CADH A GAM.

xiv



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION



CHAPTER ONE.

1.1

Introduction

The 1980’s have witnessed burgeoning research into the consumer behaviour o f what is 

commonly termed "the senior market", that is, males over 65 and females over 60. This 

research has paralleled a growing effort on the part of the business community to 

uncover and address the specific needs of older consumers (Ostroff, 1989a). There are 

a number of reasons for this nascent concern. The first is the enormous size and growth 

potential of this age group worldwide, particularly during the second and third decades 

of the next century (Siegel, 1981). A commensurate growth in numbers has been 

predicted for Ireland (Population and Labour Force Projections, 1991-2021; Davy, 

Kelleher, McCarthy, 1987). A second reason is the sizeable financial resources older 

people command. While significant numbers of them remain financially stretched 

(National Council for the Aged, 1984), there has been a steady upwards shift in the age 

distribution of economic power in all European countries in the last decade at the 

expense of younger families (Johnson, 1990b).

Increasing numbers of marketing practitioners are now middle-aged themselves and 

aware that they , as members of the "Baby-Boom" cohort, are unlikely to conform to 

received stereotypes of the older consumer in the decades ahead. Their initiation into 

middle-age may also have spawned an awareness that the supposed lack of 

responsiveness by older people to their own promotional efforts may have been more the 

result of marketing myopia than the outcome of any inherent reluctance by older people 

to consume. If they have not addressed the specific needs of elderly customers in their
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professional lives, as they would do for any market segment, it should come as no 

surprise that the response o f the "grey market" to-date has often verged on the lethargic.

A central focus of the marketing literature devoted to older consumers has been the 

attempt to differentiate subsegments within this market and to isolate the more discerning 

and sensitive bases to effect such segmentation. The heterogeneity of the senior market 

is rarely appreciated fully despite the fact that gero-psychology has shown that people 

become more dissimilar on many psychological dimensions as they age (Gelb, 1982; 

Schewe, 1991). To this extent, the elderly market is, if  anything, more suited to 

segmentation than any other.

Differential demand, a characteristic of all viable market segments, is normally the 

outcome of some altered circumstance in the lives o f the consumers who constitute a 

particular segment. Among the more significant altered circumstances in the lives of 

older people are possible sensory decrements (Dychtwald & Gable, 1990; Campanelli, 

1991), cognitive decrements (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Roedder John & Cole, 1986), 

the departure of offspring from the home (Schewe & Balazs, 1992), retirement 

(Tongren, 1988), reduced income (Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984), and changed lifestyle 

(Gollub & Javitz, 1989). Old age should not be viewed as a disease triggered by a 

chronological threshold which older consumers suffer from, but rather as a multi-faceted 

phenomenon which occurs in later stages of the life-cycle and whose ramifications on 

consumption are likely to be varied and quite ideosyncratic.

Rationale for this Study

One other altered circumstance likely to occur in later years is bereavement, specifically 

conjugal bereavement. The failure to examine marital status as a possible segmentation 

variable within the senior market provides the starting point for this thesis. No 

published research has been conducted to-date on the consumer behaviour of those



consumers for whom old age has entailed a change in marital status. A decision was 

made to confine the focus of this study to the female widowed and to exclude widowers. 

The latter are very few numerically and virtually inaccessible for sampling purposes. 

However, at a deeper level, bereavement is thought to be a qualitatively different event 

in the case of men (Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). This o f course leaves 

open the question as to whether bereavement is a more traumatic event for widowers 

than for widows, a question which will be discussed in chapter 3.3.

It was also decided to confine the study population to widows aged over sixty who had 

been bereaved within the last decade. Widowhood in early life, precisely because of its 

non-normative character and the likelihood of dependent offspring, presents a different 

emotional and social tableau (Fennell, Phillipson, & Evers, 1988). An unsuccessful 

attempt was made to extrapolate the mean age at which Irish females are bereaved from 

Census data. Statistical advice given to the author suggested that this obstacle could not 

be overcome given the manner in which data on marital status are collected by the 

Central Statistics Office. In the absence of census data it was decided to consult relevant 

survey data. Fortunately, the ESRI in Dublin had recently conducted a national 

probability sample of 911 persons aged 65 and over. The mean age of widowhood for 

females in this sample was 60.197. An age cut-off of 60 years was accordingly adopted 

for this study.

While most of the effects of widowhood are undoubtedly negative in character, the fact 

remains that widowhood is one of the most significant events in the female life course 

(Hansson & Remondet, 1988). Like old age itself, widowhood is a multi-faceted 

phenomenon. It may denote the loss of a lover, a companion, a provider, the loss of 

the role of wife. It may also occasion a reduction in income, altered social and living 

arrangements, having to make many consumer decisions alone for the first time, and, 

in the short-term, a range of physical and somatic manifestations. The purpose of this 

thesis is to explore how this polysemous event may affect the consumer behaviour of 

older females.

The supposition that widowhood might affect consumer behaviour in some fashion
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derives, to a considerable extent, from the fact that the passage from wife to widow 

constitutes, among other things, a major role transition for women. There is an 

emergent corpus of research in consumer behaviour suggesting that both those in 

transition to a new social role and initiates of a social role may purchase products or 

product assortments associated with that particular role. Such purchasing is thought both 

to confirm the occupant in the new role and to signify occupancy of that role to others 

(Solomon, 1983, 1988, 1992; Runyon & Stewart, 1987).

The role of widow may not be relished as a role, and behavioural prescriptions 

associated with it may at best be nebulous. However, if it is conceded that widowhood 

is a social role, then it becomes pertinent to examine widowhood in the light of the 

consumer behaviour research associated with role transitions in general.

While gero-psychology (Birren & Schaie, 1990) and gero-sociology (Hendricks & 

Hendricks, 1979) provide theoretical frameworks for the study of older consumer 

behaviour in general, no specific theoretical backdrop exists for studying the consumer 

behaviour of older widows. The term "exploratory" in the thesis title serves to 

underline this theoretical vacuum. An overview of the respective chapters of this thesis 

will illustrate how published research on widowhood had to be scrutinised to isolate 

features of bereavement with possible ramifications for consumer behaviour. The two 

cognate disciplines where such features were thought most likely to surface were 

psychology and sociology.

Allied to this problem was the question of which consumer behaviour dimensions would 

prove most sensitive to the changes brought about by widowhood. It was felt that the 

impact of an event such as bereavement could be examined to greatest effect by 

distinguishing three distinct levels of consumer behaviour:

1 Descriptive: Does bereavement affect the range or amount of goods and

services purchased by widows? Does widowhood alter income 

and spending levels?
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2 Motivational: As a result of bereavement, do new or altered motives underlie

widows’ purchase decisions? Does the absence of the spouse 

affect the way in which purchase decisions are arrived at and the 

degree to which consumption is enjoyed?

3 Personal: Does bereavement alter the widow’s perception of herself as a

consumer in any way?

1.3

Statement of Objectives

The foregoing discussion prompted the formulation of four objectives used to guide the 

research.

Objective 1.

To examine the perceived effects of bereavement on the lifestyles of older 

widows and on selected dimensions of their consumer behaviour.

Objective 2 .

To examine the applicability of sociological and psychological constructs relating 

to bereavement in explaining perceived modifications to the consumer behaviour 

of older widows.

Objective 3 .

To examine the perceived effects of bereavement on a number of salient 

consumer decisions.

Objective 4 .

To examine the relationship between a range of finance-related behaviours in the 

pre-bereavement period and the widow’s subsequent economic status and 

adjustment to widowhood.



It was hoped that objective one above would capture any "personal" changes in 

consumer behaviour. Objective two was to address the preliminary search of 

psychological and sociological sources to isolate constructs which might impinge on 

consumption. Objective three was to encompass any "motivational" changes, while 

objective four was to examine some of the more factual/descriptive aspects of widows’ 

consumer behaviour.

An exhaustive audit of all goods and services procured by widows was deemed both 

impracticable and inappropriate. Impracticable, because pre- and post-bereavement 

purchase panel data for widows were not to hand. Inappropriate, because any analysis 

of longitudinal purchase data should properly be guided by hypotheses. Such specific 

hypotheses should typically follow rather than precede the broad exploratory research 

proposed here.

It will be noted that the first three objectives specify the "perceived" effects of 

bereavement on widows’ consumer behaviour. The absence of longitudinal data 

necessitated the adoption of a retrospective research methodology. Time considerations 

precluded the use of a before/after research design and so respondents’ own powers of 

recall were used to indicate perceived changes in their consumer behaviour in the post- 

bereavment phase. Exclusive reliance on recall should be treated with caution for most 

research populations, however, in the case of widows there are considerations which 

render this methodology singularly appropriate. These considerations are discussed 

further in chapter 5.3.1.

While the primary focus of this thesis is to examine the perceived effects of bereavement 

on the consumer behaviour of older women, the limited published research on widows 

does suggest that a number of finance-related behaviours during marriage may affect the 

woman’s financial status and well-being during widowhood (O’Bryant & Morgan, 1989). 

For example, the amount of forewarning the wife had of her husband’s impending death, 

whether she had discussed her future situation as a widow with her spouse, her own 

experience of financial management - all are thought to impinge on her subsequent
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financial status and adjustment to widowhood. It is proposed to examine these variables 

and their impact in the post-bereavement phase as part of this research.

Older consumers can be a difficult population to reach. For this reason many surveys 

of their consumer behaviour have utilised institutional or convenience samples (Bernhardt 

& Kinnear, 1976) with obvious repercussions for the generalisability of findings. This 

problem is understandably exacerbated when the target population is older widows 

(Gentry & Shulman, 1985). Despite these difficulties, a concerted attempt was made to 

generate a random sample of older Irish widows for this study. The achieved sample 

of 196 widows represents the first national random sample of Irish widows of any age 

group to be reported in academic research.

Resume of Contents

The remainder of this chapter will comprise a resume of the chapters which follow.

Chapter two reviews the substantial corpus of published research on the consumer 

behaviour of older people. Considerable effort was expended in synthesising this 

material into relatively distinct dimensions. Apart from facilitating the presentation of 

the chapter it was also hoped that this synthesis would help isolate consumer dimensions 

on which older widows might register some change as a result of bereavement.

It should be remembered that, whatever their unique circumstances, older widows 

remain members of the senior market. As long as research on widows remains at an 

exploratory level, the relevant corpus of literature to be reviewed from a consumer 

behaviour perspective is that of the senior market.

Chapter three examines the perspectives on widowhood in psychology and sociology. 

Particular attention is devoted to current paradigms of widowhood and the effects of



bereavement on the practical, social, and emotional plains. The rather liminal status of 

widows in modem urban society and the normative dilemma this presents for bereaved 

women are a central focus of this chapter. An attempt is made to determine what 

influence, if any, the deceased spouse’s memory exerts on the widow’s decision making 

and to isolate those factors which may mitigate some of the more deleterious effects of 

bereavement. Finally, the possibility and advisability of positing stages or phases in the 

grieving process are examined.

Chapter four notes the dirth of research devoted specifically to the consumer behaviour 

of older widows. The only exception is a small number of authors whose interest has 

been mainly confined to the economic and financial aspects of widowhood. Given this 

vacuum, much of this chapter is speculative and centres on changes in consumer 

behaviour which a role transition such as widowhood might be expected to give rise to.

Chapter five outlines the exploratory research conducted pursuant on the bibliographical 

reviews in chapters two and three. This exploratoiy research contributed to a more 

detailed elaboration of the research objectives. Each objective is then examined in turn 

to determine the requisite data requirements. Finally, a number of hypotheses are 

constructed relating to women’s financial behaviour while married and to their 

subsequent financial status during widowhood.

Chapter six describes the research design adopted to satisfy the respective data 

requirements. This design has three principal components - focus groups, a national 

self-administered survey, and a series of call-back interviews. The development of 

appropriate research instruments for each of these three components is then explained. 

Particular attention is paid to outlining how the draft survey questionnaire was pretested 

and piloted and to the manner in which a representative sample of older Irish widows 

was eventually achieved.

Chapter seven presents the findings from four focus groups. These group discussions 

were conducted in the Greater Dublin Area. Their main purpose was to ascertain the 

degree to which a range of psychological and sociological constructs isolated in chapter
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three found a resonance in the consumer behaviour of group members. They were also 

used as a resource for attitudinal scale items incorporated in the national survey 

questionnaire.

Chapter eight contains the quantitative analysis of the results of the national survey. An 

attempt is made to gauge levels of financial sophistication among respondents while 

married and how this might affect economic welfare during widowhood. Particular 

attention is paid to a number of key variables in the pre-bereavement phase such as the 

wife’s experience of money management, discussions she may have had with her spouse, 

and the amount of forewarning she had of his death. The impact of these factors on the 

widow’s subsequent financial status is examined in detail.

Chapter nine details the findings from thirty four "call-back" interviews conducted with 

a sub-sample of widows from the national survey. The purpose of these interviews was 

to permit respondents "talk through" a number of significant consumer decisions they 

were likely to have encountered during widowhood.

Chanter ten presents a synthesis of the findings from the three strands of research. The 

limitations of the current study are outlined as are directions for possible future research 

on the consumer behaviour of widows. Finally, an assessment is made of widows as a 

viable subsegment of the senior market and recommendations are advanced for those 

anxious to cater for the needs of this subsegment.
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR OF OLDER
PEOPLE



CHAPTER TWO

2.1

Introduction.

As late as the mid 1980’s, authors were noting the dearth of literature on the consumer 

 ̂ behaviour of seniors (Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984). This was all the more remarkable 

since this neglect had been highlighted intermittently by a variety of American authors 

over the previous quarter century (Dodge, 1958; Dodge, 1962; Block, 1974; Klippel & 

Sweeney, 1974; Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Meadow, Cosmas & Plotkin, 1981; 

Timmerman, 1981). More recently, this neglect has also been adverted to outside the 

U.S. (Tynan & Drayton, 1988a).

With two notable exceptions this era was marked by the absence of any attempt to 

analyse consumption in the senior market comprehensively. However, in the last eight 

to ten years the position has improved markedly. Academic marketing journals have 

witnessed an increasing body of research focused on this sector, accompanied by an 

emerging number of texts aspiring to articulate the implications of this research for 

practitioners (Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko, 1989; Ostroff, 1989b; Buck, 1990b; 

Wolfe, 1990).

In volume terms, senior consumer behaviour would appear to have achieved the status 

of a sub-discipline within consumer behaviour itself. Recent editions of mainstream 

texts now choose to examine seniors either as a discrete sub-culture (Loudon & Della 

Bitta, 1993; Hawkins, Best & Coney, 1989; Mowen, 1990) or as a significant and 

growing segment of any developed economy (Assael, 1987; Engel, Blackwell, & 

Miniard, 1990). The academic literature, as with any nascent area of research, is 

characterised by disproportionate levels of interest in some aspects to the detriment of 

others, a lack of methodological and operational consensus, and an over concentration 

on one geographic area - most of it emanates from the U.S..
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There have been a number of attempts to analyse and synthesise the growing number of 

studies in this area in overall literature reviews (Meadow, Cosmas & Plotkin, 1981; 

Lumpkin, 1984; Schewe 1984; Lumpkin, Greenberg & Goldstucker, 1985). However, 

there has only been one attempt to-date at what might be termed a meta-analysis of this 

corpus of research (Tongren, 1988). Such an analysis of the proper subject, scope, 

methodologies and findings of senior consumer studies was singularly timely. For some 

years previously, a number of authors had begun both to criticise the overly descriptive 

nature of most published research, and to note a seeming reluctance to delve beneath or 

beyond such descriptive data (Schewe, 1984; Tantiwong & Wilton, 1985; Moschis, 

1987). Indeed, one author has suggested that the paucity of comprehensive analyses of 

the senior consumer in the literature is itself a litmus of how this market is proving a 

"tough nut to crack" (Wolfe, 1987a).

Definitional problems.

Germane to any thesis on the senior market is some agreement on the definition of what 

constitutes a "senior consumer". The term usually denotes a consumer aged 65 or over 

unless specified otherwise. This is the accepted practice at present in related disciplines 

such as gero-psychology and gero-sociology. For females the designation "old" or 

"elderly" is normally applied to women who are 60 or over (Tinker, 1984). However, 

this definitional consensus should not mask either the arbitrary genesis of the 65 (60) 

cut-off point or the widespread and mounting dissatisfaction with it across a wide range 

of gerontological research.

Blame is usually attributed to the German chancellor Bismark who was anxious that the 

eligibility age for pensions should be as late a possible. In choosing 65, he chose an age 

few Germans surpassed at the time and thereby minimised the impact on State coffers - 

at least in the short term. However, current dissatisfaction with the 65 age mark stems 

less from historical considerations than from the conviction that it is an inherently 

unhelpful and arbitrary definition, either because it marks an age when most people do
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not in fact feel old (Underhill & Cadwell, 1983), or because chronological age on its 

own is an inappropriate indicator of whether people should or should not be classed as 

"old" or "elderly". It seems reasonable, for example, to suppose that life expectancy 

levels in a particular country will colour people’s understanding of what it means to be 

"old" or "elderly". Further, if life expectancy varies significantly across different social 

classes as a result of their working and living conditions (Walsh & Walsh, 1978), these 

terms may have different denotations for each class.

The historical precedent for using 65 and 60 years has been bolstered somewhat by the 

fact that, operationally speaking, it is a clear cut benchmark and using such a 

chronologically based designation means that data are more readily available. It also 

seemed appropriate in a world where the watershed event of retirement was normal and 

mandatory at 65 for men and 60 for women (Smith, Moschis & Moore, 1985). 

However, such arguments are being increasingly vitiated in a society where there has 

been an overall decline in the economic activity of older people caused by early or 

staggered retirement. Furthermore, in an economy such as the Irish economy, with a 

high percentage of self-employed and an above average participation rate by over 60’s 

in the agricultural sector, the continued use of the 65/60 cut-off must be increasingly 

open to question (Labour Force Survey, 1988).

As mentioned earlier, dissatisfaction with the 65/60 benchmark has been voiced from 

two quarters. The first consists of those authors who consider it acceptable to delineate 

the "elderly" in terms of chronological age but who consider 65/60 too young. Most 

take their lead from the pioneering psychological work of Neugarten (1968) who 

considered the 75 age mark to be a more realistic alternative in that it approximates 

more closely to that time in people’s lives when they begin to perceive themselves as 

elderly. Some senior consumer studies have yielded significant if less than dramatic 

differences between the over and under 75 age groups (Gillett, Scott, & Davis, 1982).
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The dissatisfaction of the second group of authors with the 65/60 age mark is succinctly 

crystallised by Smith, Moschis, & Moore (1984):

"The only consensus among gerontologists about the definition of "old age" are 
[sic] that many physical, social, psychological, and environmental variables are 
as important or more important than chronological age" (p.3).

For this group chronological age is inherently flawed as a litmus of old age. The range 

of alternative age measures they propose will be examined later. For present purposes 

it will suffice to note that most of them are based on respondents’ subjective estimation 

of whether for example, they consider themselves "young old", "old", "elderly" or "old- 

old".

From a consumer behaviour perspective, it is obviously desirable that the measure 

eventually chosen co-incides as closely as possible with the older consumer’s self 

perceived age. It is virtually a truism of senior research that most older people see 

themselves as younger than their chronological age (Baum & Boxley, 1983; Underhill 

& Cadwell, 1983). Wolfe (1987a) estimates that they do so up to 75% to 80% of their 

chronological age.

One of the more impressive pieces of research in this area was conducted by Bultena & 

Powers (1978). In a longitudinal probability study between 1960 and 1970 they found 

that in 1960, 75% of their over 60 year old respondents described themselves as 

"middle-aged" as opposed to "elderly" (20%) or "old" (5%). By 1970, of these same 

respondents who were now over 70, 32% still saw themselves as "middle aged", 38% 

as "elderly" and 25% as "old". This result suggests a substantial psychological 

resistance to ageing, however a resistance which diminishes with age. A decline in 

either physical independence or health was the most common cause of respondents 

shifting their age designation upwards; all such age shifts proved irreversible.

Lack of consensus on the appropriate age cut-offs to employ has bedevilled senior 

consumer research and has rendered comparisons between studies highly problematic 

(Tongren, 1988). Allied to this problem is the urgency in defining operationally such



diverse terms as "elderly", "aged", "senior citizen" etc. and defining them in such a way 

that the self-perceived nuances of subjective age are encapsulated as far as possible. At 

the beginning of the 1980’s, Meadow, Cosmas & Plotkin (1981) tendered the opinion 

that defining the word "old" would be one of the major research tasks of the ensuing 

decade.

Unfortunately, at the beginning of the 90’s, and after a productive decade in many other 

areas of senior consumption, unanimity on the definitional question continues to evade 

researchers. In the absence of such unanimity, this thesis will continue to employ the 

65 cut-off for males and 60 for females unless otherwise stated and will use the terms 

"senior", "older consumer" and elderly" interchangeably.

In a recent review of over thirty studies of senior consumer behaviour, 65 for men - 60 

for females was the most commonly used chronological age cut-off point (Bone, 1991).

Neglect of the senior market.

There has been a limited discussion on why the mature market has been so tardy in 

coming to the fore both in marketing practice and marketing literature. Perhaps the first 

to note this neglect was Dodge (1962) who remarked on how business had consistently 

ignored the older consumer since the end of World War II. He saw this as a symptom 

of mounting "agism" in American society, bom of the fact that, in industrialised 

countries, old age is equated with uselessness; those who cannot work cease to be 

valued. The corollary of this line of thinking was the promotion of youth and the young 

as the ideal. Reinecke (1964) maintained that there was no unique elderly market, 

however his contention stemmed not from anti-elderly motives but from his finding that 

elderly consumption patterns were not homogeneous and that elderly consumers could 

not be distinguished from other population groupings.

The reluctance to address the senior market seriously in these early years has been 

attributed to a perceived lack of purchasing power coupled with a dirth of evidence of 

their differential sensitivity to marketing variables compared to other adult segments of
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the population (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977). It has also been attributed to intuitive 

judgements by marketing practitioners at the time that the elderly did not possess unique 

wants and furthermore did not need reminding that they were growing old by being 

singled out in promotional activities (Meadow, Cosmas, & Plotkin, 1981).

Probably the most comprehensive analysis of the reasons for neglect of this market is 

provided by Timmerman (1981). As it includes virtually all the reasons cited by other 

authors, her list of possible contributory factors bears repetion:-

i) Persistence of the negative stereotype of the old as poor and frail coupled with 

the societal injunction to "think young".

ii) The belief that the elderly are too rigid and set in their ways to 

adopt new products.

iii) Overemphasis by social agencies on the plight of the needy old has compounded 

the "rocking chair" stereotype which society applies to all older persons.

iv) The use of aggregated senior consumption data has mitigated against a 

proper understanding of this market’s potential. Data for healthy working 65 

year olds has been conflated with data for indigent octogenarians.

v) There has been insufficient effort expended in differentiating the impact of age 

and cohort on consumption. Many reported findings of senior purchasing have 

been too readily attributed-to increasing age without first ascertaining whether 

they might be due to the fact that this current cohort have lived through a unique 

set of life experiences which subsequent cohorts will not share.

vi) The custom among marketing professionals - most of whom are under forty - has 

been to focus on the under fifty age group. It has been assumed that with the 

older population it is sufficient to target the general population in the knowledge 

that such promotions "will reach them anyway".
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vii) Apart from some obvious examples, the elderly exhibit below average demand 

for most goods and services. This criticism however only serves to highlight the 

"chicken and egg" problem with older consumers. Their below-average 

consumption is more likely due to a failure to tailor goods and promotions to 

their needs than to any inherent reluctance to consume.

This reluctance to address the mature market seriously has also been noted in the U.K. 

by Tynan & Drayton (1988a). They note similar reasons to those cited by Timmerman 

above. However, they make the aditional observation that companies who might 

otherwise cater for older customers fear that, in so doing, they will alienate potential 

younger clients and that such fear is often rationalised by claiming that seniors are not 

a distinct segment but simply "older ordinary people".

Given both the noted reluctance to address the senior market seriously and the lack of 

terminological consensus, it comes as no surprise that, even among purely descriptive 

studies, there is little agreement regarding the most appropriate headings or categories 

to employ when examining senior consumer behaviour. For this reason, the headings 

used here have been subjectively chosen based both on foci evident in senior marketing 

literature and on consumption areas where differences with other age groups seem most 

pronounced.

2.4.1.

Senior Sensory Decrements.

Old age is not a disease from which older consumers suffer, and many of the 

psychological and physiological decrements featured in stereotypical depictions of older 

people are in fact neither universal nor inevitable (Schewe, 1989). Nonetheless, there 

is a widespread belief among gerontologists that the likelihood of such decrements 

increases markedly with advancing years. The relevance of these decrements for a 

broad spectrum of marketing, media, information acquisition, and information processing 

behaviours is obvious. Here, it is proposed to examine first the physiological/sensory
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decrements associated with the ageing process and then to progress to cognitive 

decrements relating to information processing and memory.

Gerontological literature is replete with information on the bodily changes which 

accompany the ageing process. While loss of hair for example, is one of the more 

visible changes, there are a host of other changes which, though visible, are less 

frequently adverted to such as increased ear length, and nose breadth, loss of skin 

pigment, decrease in height, and changes in body contour. These anatomical 

developments have received scant treatment by senior consumer writers and are limited 

in their application to such products as apparel and cosmetics (Hogge & Baer, 1986; 

Schewe, 1989).

However, there has been much more lively interest among consumer behaviourists in the 

relevance of sensory decrements for product and advertising policy. Drawing mainly 

on standard gero-psychological works (Botwinick, 1978; Bromley, 1988, Birren & 

Schaie, 1990; Stuart-Hamilton, 1991), these authors have sought to isolate the more 

salient decrements for marketing activity. Biological changes which underlie these 

decrements are obviously of marginal interest in a consumer behaviour context.

The most prominent sensory decrement in senior consumer behaviour literature is the 

noticeable deterioration in vision. By the age 65 to 70, without some form of 

correction, some visual loss is likely, connected either with the ability to focus, to 

resolve images, to discern colours or to adapt to varying levels of illumination 

(Botwinick, 1978; Campanelli, 1991). Each of these will be considered in turn.

Firstly, older consumers/viewers will have problems of "accommodation", that is, 

problems in focusing at different distances. As the elasticity of the eye lenses decreases, 

the elderly find it harder to focus on close objects and fare better with stimuli which are 

further away. This long-sightedness or far-sightedness, technically known as presbyopia, 

underlies the preference of older cinema goers for sitting near the back of the auditorium 

(Dychtwald & Gable, 1990). It can be at least partially compensated for by optical 

intervention (Botwinick, 1978; Schewe, 1988; Stuart-Hamilton, 1991).
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Hand in hand with this accommodation deficiency, go decrements in visual acuity, that 

is, the ability to keep a clear image of the stimulus on receptor cells in the retina, in 

other words, to focus in detail on an object. Static visual acuity, the ability to focus in 

detail on a stationary object usually decreases from the age 50 onwards (Bromley, 1988) 

and is thought to explain in part why older consumers prefer television to print media 

and in particular why they prefer television programmes which make greater use of 

close-up shots such as news bulletins and "chat shows" (Schewe, 1988; Fouts, 1989).

Closely connected with static visual acuity is dynamic visual acuity, the ability to focus 

on a moving stimulus. This too decreases with age, and has obvious implications for 

television advertising where the current trend is towards sharper editing with shorter 

shots (Hartman, 1988; Dychtwald & Gable, 1990)

A third visual decrement associated with ageing relates to the inability to differentiate 

between certain colours especially those at the green, blue, and purple end of the colour 

spectrum (Marshall, 1990). It is-caused by a yellowing of the crystalline eye lense 

(Davis & French, 1991) and as a result older consumers are more successful in 

distinguishing between reds, oranges and yellows (Campanelli, 1988), a fact which has 

obvious implications for package design (Schewe, 1988).

A similar though distinct decrement is the difficulty older people experience 

distinguishing between similar colours especially when they are darker colours such as 

browns, blacks, and dark blues. This contrast sensitivity arises because only one third 

of the light reaching the retina of a ten year old reaches that of a 60 year old (Browne, 

1984; Fouts, 1989). Put another way, after the 45 year age mark, 100% more 

illumination will be needed each thirteen years to maintain the same ability to distinguish 

between colours. This may explain the noted aversion of older viewers to mystery-type 

programmes on television since they involve many night sequences (Fouts, 1989). It 

also explains the suitability of using bold contrasting colours rather than similar or pastel 

colours in advertising and packaging to help older consumers discern different images 

(Campanelli, 1991; Davis & French, 1991). Where print has to be used, the best colour 

contrast of all is provided by black print on white surfaces (Ross, 1982).
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The final visual decrement is a decrease in adaptation level (Stuart-Hamilton, 1991). As 

a result of this decrement, seniors take longer to adapt to sudden changes in illumination 

levels such as those encountered in stepping out into the darkness from a well lit room, 

or in readjusting after the sudden glare of oncoming traffic. One marketing consequence 

of this decrement is the importance of ensuring that print and packaging surfaces are 

non-reflective so as not to cause glare (Ross, 1982).

Although auditory losses are more common than visual losses among older consumers, 

they receive much less attention in the literature. The most prominent auditory 

decrement is presbycusis, the inability to hear higher frequency sounds (Dychtwald & 

Gable, 1990). If these frequencies are missed, increasing the volume may not help as 

it only serves to amplify the confusion (Schewe, 1988). This loss of higher frequencies 

particularly affects the hearing of sibilants such as the "s" found at the end of most 

plural nouns. The most obvious consequence of presbycusis is thus poorer speech 

discrimination (Ross, 1982; Fouts, 1989), a decrease which should be compensated for 

by more distinct rather than louder diction (Bromley, 1988). Unfortunately, older 

people do not appear to use lip-reading as a device to compensate for this hearing loss.

Other noted auditory decrements are decreases in dichotic hearing (different stimuli 

presented to each ear), in the ability to filter out distracting background noise, and in the 

ability to understand rapid speech, as the "auditory trace" of one word increasingly 

blends into the succeeding word for older listeners (Ross, 1982; Botwinick, 1978). The 

advertising import of such decrements is that sound copy should be tinkered with as little 

as possible. Interruptions and time-compression should be avoided; sound modifications 

such as reverberation and the inclusion of background soundtrack should be used 

sparingly (Schewe, 1988).

Data on gustatory decrements are scarce. It appears that there is no prima facie case for 

supposing that the effects of such changes compare in importance with those of vision 

and hearing (Bromley, 1988). Dychtwald & Gable (1990) claim that 64% of a 

consumer’s taste buds are lost between the ages of 30 and 80 and that this lessens the 

ability to distinguish between the four basic taste sensations - sweet, bitter, sour, and
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salty. In addition to fewer taste buds, there is also lower production of saliva with 

which to dissolve food, hence the belief that older restaurant patrons complain of food 

being tasteless more frequently than other groups (Schewe, 1988). There is further 

evidence of a decline in sensitivity to bitter and salty tastes in old age and a poorer 

ability to identify blended foodstuffs (Bromley, 1988; Stuart-Hamilton, 1991). There 

seem to be little if any olfactory decrements associated with ageing (Ross, 1982; Stuart- 

Hamilton, 1991). Older people experience slight losses in their tactile sense and in their 

ability to distinguish hot from cold especially on smooth areas of the anatomy (Ross, 

1982; Bromley, 1988; Schewe, 1988).

Conclusion.

While the onset of sensory decrements is more probable with advancing age, they are 

not inevitable and can in most cases be compensated for. To this extent, biological 

ageing is an uneven and variable process. The more common visual decrements are 

focussing on close-up and moving objects, distinguishing between certain colours at one 

end of the colour spectrum, and adjusting to sudden changes in illumination levels. 

While visual decrements are not as prevalent as other sensory decrements, they do 

feature more prominently in the marketing literature where a number of compensatory 

strategies for purveyors of product information in advertising, packaging, and mass 

media have been suggested. Possible auditory decrements point to the use of simple 

messages/speech devoid of clutter and excessive electronic ornamentation.
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Senior Cognitive Decrements.

2.4 .2 .

Senior consumers themselves are sometimes wont to bemoan the fact that their cognitive 

powers are not as sharp as they used to be. Gero-psychology broadly supports this 

observation and an increasing number of consumer behaviour authors are turning to this 

area in psychology to better understand how seniors process, learn and memorise 

consumer information. Conceptually, a distinction can be made between information 

processing, problem solving/learning, and memory, however, in practice this distinction 

is rarely made due to an understandable degree of overlap. For this thesis, it should 

suffice to outline the more salient cognitive decrements mentioned in connection with 

each of these processes.

There is general consensus that consumers suffer a number of important information 

processing decrements with advancing age. They are less able to distinguish relevant 

from irrelevant stimuli in making purchase decisions and use fewer processing strategies 

- hence fewer criteria are used and fewer alternatives considered (Schewe, 1989). They 

also appear to revert to mental organisation strategies used in childhood (Ensley, 1983). 

For example, items of information are more likely to be associated on a complementary 

basis (nail and hammer) than on a'similarity basis (nail and screw). Ensley (1983) also 

maintained that older shoppers use product information in a random and disorganised 

fashion. This problem is compounded when the product information is new (Roedder 

John & Cole, 1986). In addition to this, a cautiousness is evident in the way problems 

are solved coupled with a certain inflexibility in patterns of thinking (Ross, 1982). Due 

to an age-related decline in the central nervous system, there is a general slowing in the 

rate at which information is processed (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977).

Stuart-Hamilton (1991) distinguishes between fluid and crystallised intelligence. The 

former, roughly corresponding to problem-solving ability, decreases with age although 

10% to 15% of older people manage to maintain it at previous levels. The latter, 

corresponding to the consumer’s knowledge base, is unaffected by age, a phenomenon 

also noted by Roedder John & Cole (1986).
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Turning specifically to memory, it appears that the impact of ageing on long term 

memory is quite pronounced, while that on short term memory is almost negligible 

(Botwinick, 1978; Roedder John & Cole, 1986; Cole & Houston, 1987). This applies 

provided the short term memory test is straightforward and does not involve any 

modifications such as repeating a telephone number in reverse order (Stuart-Hamilton, 

1991). The substantial decrement in long term memory has been attributed to a 

susceptibility to interference from the environment when learning consumer information, 

and neurological degeneration (Ensley, 1983). This means that seniors, rehearsing 

information for storage in long term memory, elaborate it at a slower and more 

superficial level (Roedder John & Cole, 1986). It has also been noted how older people 

have poorer meta-memories, that is, knowledge of their memory, its capacities, and 

limitations (Ensley, 1983). Two prominent dissenting voices are Ross (1982) and 

Schewe (1989). Both contest the finding that short term memory does not suffer any 

decrement with age. However, since neither proffer any primary data to support this 

contention, their opinion must remain a minority one.

The most impressive research to explain these collective decrements comes from Cole 

& Houston (1987). They point out that memory loss among older consumers stems 

either from deficiencies in the way information is initially encoded in memory, or from 

deficiencies in the way this information is subsequently retrieved from memory. Using 

an impressive factorial design, they determined that senior memory decrements were due 

to the first type, encoding deficiencies. Specifically, they said that older consumers 

were seemingly unable rather than unwilling to encode product information at a deep 

level, even when explicitly instructed to do so; this applied particularly to product 

information in print media. For example, when instructed to look out for the meaning 

of an advertisement they had seen, they chose instead to remember more superficial and 

physical features such as descriptions of the models or products featured.

Hand in hand with this consensus on information processing and memory decrements, 

there is also broad agreement among authors that these decrements can be either 

reversed or compensated for in certain circumstances. It should also be noted that most 

of the research cited in this section was conducted in laboratory settings and is thus
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prone to external validity problems (Ensley, 1983). It is equally possible, as Botwinick 

(1978) points out, that subjects in such settings may be overly sensitive to being 

perceived as forgetful and doddering. As a result, they may prefer not to answer at all 

rather than run the risk of answering incorrectly; this could depress elderly scores in 

comparative memory research.

In comparative laboratory research, the tests used to gauge senior problem solving 

prowess are usually of the traditional "scientific" variety. As such, they approximate 

more closely to the type of problems encountered in school with which younger subjects 

will doubtless be more familiar. Denny & Palmer (1981) investigated this possibility 

and found that if real life problems were used, there was a curvilinear relationship 

between problem solving and age which peaked in middle and late middle age. With 

traditional scientific problems, there was a linear relationship decreasing with age. So, 

the type of problem may affect senior cognitive performance substantially. Even more 

compelling evidence for this thesis was advanced by Capon, Kuhn, & Gurucharri (1981). 

They too noted the artificiality of many of the experimental tasks used to measure senior 

information processing. They chose instead to focus on an everyday consumer task, 

choosing between a number of related products on a number of attributes. They 

discovered no significant differences between older and middle aged respondents 

regarding the complexity of the information strategy employed. What differences there 

were were modest and attributable to a lower motivation to participate on the part of 

seniors. It did not appear to be due to any innate processing deficiency as a result of 

age.

A further feature of the tasks used in investigating senior memory is that the subjects 

may not feel involved in the particular memory task. Hartley & Walsh (1980) and Hill, 

Storandt, & Simeone (1990) used monetary incentives to heighten motivation levels in 

memory tasks. Both studies disagreed. However, the latter study which found that 

incentives did improve senior recall results, offered more enticing incentives in the form 

of air-tickets.
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Practice, training, and familiarity with the stimulus material to be memorised can also 

compensate for recall deficits (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Schewe, 1988; Hill, Storandt, 

& Simeone, 1990). It also helps if older subjects are given product information 

organised in a prose passage rather than in a disjointed format, if they are given specific 

instructions on what they are to do ("memorize carefully" or "visualize"), and if 

responses are measured by recognition rather than recall, since seniors fare poorly with 

recall measures (Roedder John & Cole, 1986). A further benefit to older subjects is if 

visual rather than verbal stimuli are used in the test (Schewe, 1989).

Stine, Wingfield, & Myers (1990) tested whether bisensory augmentation (the use of 

pictures to augment a soundtrack) would facilitate information retrieval by older viewers. 

Whilst they used a comparative methodology, their sample size was extremely small. 

The result was in the negative; it seems that the effort expended in integrating sound 

with vision may divert processing resources from properly absorbing the information on 

the soundtrack alone. In a similar vein, Gom, Goldberg, Chattopadhyay, & Litvack, 

(1991) found that the presence of background music adversely affected the ability of 

older viewers to memorise product benefits featured in television advertisements. 

Finally, information which is self-paced e.g. newspapers, seems to have a higher 

likelihood of being memorised by older consumers than externally paced information 

e.g. television (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Ross, 1982).

The finding that older consumers fare better when they are permitted to absorb product 

information at their own pace has received support from recent research on time- 

compressed advertisements. This type of advertisement, which is both condensed and 

externally paced, aggravated the difficulties elderly viewers had already experienced in 

memorising information from normally paced advertisements (Stephens, 1982). Older 

radio listeners registered better information recall when the soundtrack was moderately 

expanded to 140% of the normal speech rate (Schmitt & McCroskey, 1981). All of the 

foregoing suggest that many of the cognitive and processing decrements associated with 

ageing are not irreversible and are highly contextually bound.

24



Conclusion.

The marketing implications of these cognitive decrements are considerable. If older 

consumers have difficulty in encoding promotional information as Cole & Houston 

(1987) suggest, then point-of-purchase displays to supplement advertising information 

are of questionable value since this advertising information is likely to have been 

inadequately encoded in the first place. These authors also noted the seeming inability 

of older consumers to process product information at a deep semantic level. If this is 

the case, then brand differentiation messages should employ sensory-oriented rather than 

semantically-oriented cues. If older people find irrelevant stimuli distracting, advertising 

copy should eschew nonsense material and silly brand names. If they use fewer 

processing strategies, then advertisers should employ the Principle of Parsimony in the 

number of product benefits mentioned. If familiar cues are better remembered, then 

themes and images which are well known to seniors should be utilised (Schewe, 1989).

Senior Consumer Behaviour.

This section examines the senior consumer behaviour literature from the viewpoint of 

the purchase decision, purchase event, and post-purchase behaviour. The following 

headings are proposed for the analysis:

i) The categories of products and services typically purchased and consumed by 

seniors and the times and locations favoured for such purchasing.

ii) The criteria employed by seniors to determine product, brand, and store choice.

iii) The senior decision process. The extent of joint decision making among seniors 

and their evoked sets.
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iv) Senior price sensitivity and price consciousness. Their amenability to discount

schemes and generics.

v) Senior brand loyalty.

vi) Senior post-purchase behaviour.

2.5.1.

Senior Product and Store Choice.

Any examination of the characteristic product assortments and favoured outlets of seniors 

should be read with the following observations in mind. First, the current senior cohorts 

in developed countries have witnessed unparalleled and phenomenal upheavals both in 

the nature and number of offerings and outlets available to them as consumers. In the 

years 1900 to 1960, the output of goods and services in the U.S. increased twice as 

much as the rate of population growth (Block, 1974). In this period, brands have 

proliferated while other familiar brand names have been eliminated. There has been a 

concomitant mushrooming in the variety of distribution modes and retail possibilities. 

Younger age groups have grown up in this new purchasing milieu, seniors have had to 

grow into it.

Second, some authors have noted the more compact purchasing assortments of seniors 

(Hagemann, 1989). It should be borne in mind that this segment has been widely 

neglected in terms of concerted marketing effort (Tynan & Drayton, 1988a) and that this 

neglect, coupled with unfavourable portrayal in advertising, has given rise to a sizeable 

body of consumers who see themselves as marginal and second rate participants in the 

marketplace. The cause of smaller purchasing assortments may thus be more the result 

of marketing inactivity than unresponsiveness on the part of the market.

Literature on the product assortment of seniors is extensive; it is also unanimous on the 

centrality of food/groceries in this assortment. This has been a consistent finding since
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the earliest days of research into the grey market. Dodge (1962) found a proportionately 

higher percentage of older households’ expenditure devoted to foodstuffs, although this 

proportion varied over different income levels. Samli & Palubinskas (1972) reported 

that half of their West Coast middle/upper middle class sample devoted over 21% of 

monthly income to food. Food was also the most frequently shopped for commodity in 

a comprehensive probability study of older San Francisco consumers (Schütz, Baird, & 

Hawkes, 1979). A similar conclusion was reached by Mertz & Stevens (1986) and 

Smith & Baker (1986). One notable exception to this consensus was the finding of 

Fareed & Riggs (1982) in a comparative study with younger shoppers that, if education 

and occupational status were held constant, both older and younger groups spend the 

same amount on food. It is also likely that, within the senior market, product 

assortments will vary as one passes for example from the 65 year olds to the over 80 

year olds. Here, food and furniture should diminish in importance at the expense of 

health care and medical services (Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984).

The prominence of spending on foodstuffs has also been evidenced in some U.K. 

studies. Copeland (1982) found lower income elderly devoting 55 to 60% of their 

consumption budgets to food consumed at home and utilities. Above average 

expenditure by seniors including over 75’s was reported by Kieman (1986), Buck 

(1990a), and Buck (1990b) in a number of major food-related areas such as meat, 

porridge, beverages, and bran products. Whilst acknowledging the large number of 

single person households in this market, Buck (1990b) points out that it holds 

considerable promise for fast moving consumer goods producers since the trend for these 

goods is to tailor them increasingly towards individual tastes even in multi-person 

households.

The prominence accorded foodstuffs serves to underline the importance of necessities 

in the spending of senior households. It is now virtually a truism that such necessities 

are disproportionately represented in senior expenditure (Lumpkin, Caballero, & 

Chonko, 1989).
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Although there seems little reason to dispute the centrality of foodstuffs for older 

consumers, the reported research comprises a marked heterogeneity of subjects and 

sampling methodologies. It is also worth noting that:

"no comprehensive studies of the consumer food behaviour of a large probability 
sample of the population of a major metropolitan area have been conducted" 
(Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979, p. 126).

Distinctive usage of other services and products by older consumers has also been 

identified. Expenditure on medical care and services has featured prominently (Dodge, 

1962; Fareed & Riggs, 1982; Moschis, 1987; Hagemann, 1989). As expected, this 

expenditure increased with age.

Other findings include a lower percentage of senior budgets devoted to eating out 

(Copeland, 1982), transport and education (Hagemann, 1989), and higher proportions 

allocated to services (Hagemann, 1989), home furnishings and home improvements 

(Kieman, 1986), lawn care and vacation experiences (Mertz & Stephens, 1986).

An overview of the descriptive literature on elderly consumption shows a considerable 

preoccupation with apparel (Martin, 1976; Tongren, 1981; Lumpkin & Greenberg, 1982; 

Greenberg & Lumpkin, 1983; Lumpkin, Greenberg, & Goldstucker, 1985; Hogge & 

Baer, 1986; Lumpkin & Hite, 1988; Chowdhary, 1989; Greco & Paksoy, 1989; 

Lumpkin & Hunt, 1989). While apparel rates a poor second to foodstuffs, this 

preoccupation stems as much from the fact that clothing remains one of the few high 

ticket items which all seniors must continue to purchase as it does from the budgetary 

share it commands. Added to this is the fact that keeping up with apparel fashion 

affords a means of maintaining a link with society at large for an increasingly 

disengaged sub-population (Chowdhary, 1989; Greco & Paksoy, 1989). Of course, as 

physical decrements and restricted physical mobility loom larger for the "old-old" 

grouping (85+), their spending on clothing declines (Burnett & McDaniel, 1990). 

However, the foregoing discussion should not obscure the likelihood that, relative to 

younger age groups, individual seniors spend less on clothing (Copeland, 1982; Moschis, 

1987).
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Some comment is perhaps warranted here on the question of seniors and their product 

assortments. A particular consumer’s product assortment is not strictly dictated by their 

age alone but rather by general consumer patterns consequent on life cycle progression - 

for example, retirement necessitates a reduced clothing expenditure - and by specific 

product attributes within their assortments (Moschis, 1987). For this reason, it may be 

more appropriate to examine their buying style rather than the particular product 

assortment they buy.

Contraction of some senior product assortments has been noted in the literature 

particularly in the domestic appliance field both in the U.S. and the U.K. (Tongren, 

1981a; Tynan, 1990). Such contractions should not be too readily attributed either to 

a shortage of financial wherewithal or to an unwillingness to adopt things new per se. 

Existing appliances may have associations with significant life events or a deceased 

spouse. Their retention thus serves a mnemonic function primarily (McCracken, 1987).

Purchase tim es.

Some research has addressed the question of the times at which older consumers prefer 

to go shopping. Mason & Smith (1974) found that two thirds of their sample shopped 

before noon and, with the exception of a trip for groceries on Fridays, had no 

preferences for specific days. A similar preference for mornings was evidenced by 

Mason & Bearden (1978) and Tongren (1988). However Samli & Palubinskas (1972) 

reported a clear preference for week-ends for such trips. Their respondents also claimed 

not to spend more than one hour per day shopping.

Moss & Lawton (1982) examined the daily time budget of seniors and discovered 2% 

of it was devoted to shopping. Interestingly, those in local authority housing were likely 

to spend ten minutes more per day shopping than those who were home owners. A 

large sample of seniors from San Francisco claimed to shop at least once weekly, the 

authors noting that frequency of the shopping excursion was related to involvement in 

life, being married, and high levels of social interaction (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes,
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1979). A comparative study of 65 to 74, and over 75 year olds in Phoenix found little 

tapering off in shopping frequency on passing the 75 age mark (Gillett, Scott, & Davis, 

1982).

Apart from frequency, there is the further question of whether the older consumer shops 

alone or in the company of others. The succinct answer from the literature is "alone". 

Very low levels of shopping with others have been reported (Mason & Smith, 1974; 

Martin, 1976). Predictably, those living without spouses were much less likely to shop 

with someone else (Miller & Petrich, 1986). There is also preliminary evidence that the 

type of goods being purchased may influence the importance of being alone or 

accompanied. For example, Schütz, Baird & Hawkes (1979) reported 25% of their 

sample shopping with others for clothing and personal care items, but 44% were 

accompanied for food and household items.

The shopping experience.

When looking at levels of enjoyment derived from the shopping excursion, the literature 

is somewhat equivocal. Some sources note recreational, social, and physical exercise 

motivations behind such outings (Mason & Smith, 1974; Martin, 1976; Mason & 

Bearden, 1978a; Lumpkin & Greenberg, 1982; Lumpkin, Greenberg & Goldstucker, 

1985; Moschis, 1987; Tynan & Drayton, 1987; Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko, 1989). 

Others deny that shopping is in any sense a recreational or leisure activity (Samli & 

Palubinskas, 1972; Martin, 1976; Lumpkin, 1984). This discordance in the literature 

has been noted by Lumpkin & Greenberg (1982). It may well be attributable to 

differing levels of access to public/private transport, and/or differing levels of physical 

mobility among respondents. A further possibility is that in fact there may be no 

discordance to explain in the first place; differences in attitudes towards shopping over 

the time span reported may be simply due to considerable amelioration in the entire 

retail experience through the provision of a more customer oriented environment and 

more sensitive merchandising practice.
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Retail preferences.

The final item in this section concerns the retail outlets preferred. Unlike the literature 

on the experience of shopping, the literature on retail choice is quite consonant. A 

strong loyalty and liking for the traditional department store has been noted, even though 

patronising such stores may involve extended travel and extra expense (Bernhardt & 

Kinnear, 1976; Lumpkin & Greenberg 1982; Chowdhary, 1989). Local retail stores are 

also favoured (Ganim Barnes & Peters, 1982; Moschis, 1987) and there is a growing 

satisfaction with suburban shopping malls (Tongren, 1988). Marked aversion has been 

registered for discount stores (Bernhardt & Kinnear, 1976; Ross, 1982; Greenberg & 

Lumpkin, 1983), for in-home and non-store alternatives such as mail, phone, and 

electronic shopping (Mason & Smith, 1974; Mason & Bearden, 1978a; Moschis, 1987; 

Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko, 1989) and superstores (Buck 1990b). Greenberg & 

Lumpkin (1983) and Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko (1989) advance the possibility that 

such aversions may be due to a degree of risk perceived by older patrons in such retail 

formats.

However, there is reason to believe that these generalised retail preferences may require 

some qualification; they may be moderated by the product category being purchased and 

the demographic profile of the particular senior shopper (Ganim Barnes & Peters, 1982).

Overall, whilst there is considerable unanimity on the retail preferences of seniors, these 

preferences appear to be at odds with other aspects of older consumer behaviour. As 

a result, Lumpkin & Greenberg (1982) detect certain paradoxes in senior retail 

patronage:

i) They prefer department to discount stores yet, as will be seen later, they are 

noted for their price consciousness.

ii) They exhibit a marked aversion for in-home shopping despite a preponderance 

of mobility and transportation difficulties.
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In the service sector, some preliminary evidence suggests that senior consumers’ retail 

choice is quite sensitive to "cross-selling" where, for example, an insurance policy is 

likely to be acquired from the company the client is already dealing with (Moschis, 

1989). Such behaviour is consistent with a consumer segment renowned for loyalty in 

other spheres.

Conclusion.

The rather factual and descriptive nature of the literature reviewed so far in this section 

delimits its potential to illuminate senior consumption adequately. However, it does 

represent a necessary prolegomenon to any deeper analysis. For this reason, it would 

be rather naive to expect there to be a distinctively senior product assortment, shopping 

motivation, and retail preference. Thus properly speaking, and taking food as an 

example, there is no distinctly "senior" food consumer behaviour, but rather a variety 

of senior consumer food behaviours (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979).

2.5.2

Senior Choice Criteria.

The purpose of this section is to examine the criteria and attributes which determine the 

product, brand and store choice of seniors. At a somewhat deeper level, it also looks 

at the characteristic needs and values of older consumers from which such criteria 

ultimately derive. Seen in this light, the approach taken will mirror the "means - end" 

perspective advanced by Peter & Olson (1987). Product attributes are means to ends, 

linked like a chain to consequences and, ultimately, to values. As will become apparent, 

there has been a notable absence in the literature of any attempt to integrate senior 

product and store criteria into such a framework.

At the end of any such means - end chain are deep rooted needs and values. Beginning 

at this level with senior consumers is not only logical but strategically advisable:
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"In order for older persons to constitute a distinct market segment, their buying 
behaviour, desires, needs, or consumer problems must be unique."
(Lambert, 1979, p .37)

The need to prescind from specific store and product criteria and probe deeper for more 

fundamental and enduring needs has only been addressed in the senior literature over the 

past five years. This nascent research has shown both remarkable unanimity and 

promise.

Central to this recent research is the conviction that older consumers derive little or no 

satisfaction from the possession of goods per se. Satisfaction is rather a function of the 

experiences such products or services make available to them (Hartman, 1988). To 

highlight this point, wide usage has been made of the differing types of consumption 

experience sought by the three major age divisions of consumers. While the 18 to 40 

age group seek "possession experiences", the 49 to 60 age group seek "catered 

experience" (e.g. theatre, services, travel) and the 60 to 80 group seek "being 

experiences". For this last group minimal satisfaction derives from owning a car 

(possession experience), or being pampered on a holiday (catered exeperience); the 

crucial question is whether owning the car or being on holiday makes possible a wider 

range of fulfilling experiences such as seeing grandchildren and visiting interesting 

locations. The term "being experience" has been variously likened to the fifth level of 

Maslow’s hierarchy (Cooper & Miaoulis, 1988), to being "connected with life", having 

an enriched appreciation of oneself and a deeper enjoyment of interpersonal relations 

(Wolfe, 1988).

More recently, the same point has been emphasised by Schiffman and Sherman (1991), 

who claim that, for seniors, it is the inner experience of consuming that matters, not the 

outer display. This will increasingly become the case for what they term the "new age" 

subsegment of the grey market - the growing numbers of educated, adjusted, and 

financially secure older consumers. The antonym of "being experiences" are "anti-being 

experiences" (Wolfe, 1987a); such experiences may be precipitated by any 

advertisement, product, or service with intimations of mortality or vulnerability. One
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interesting feature of this proclivity for "being experiences" is that it may involve an 

androgenous shift particularly for senior males who find themselves oriented more 

towards the intangible experiential dimensions of life usually associated with women 

(Wolfe, 1988).

One other interesting and novel approach to understanding the deeper motivation behind 

senior consumer behaviour has come from within anthropology (McCracken, 1987). In 

what ranks as one of the more recondite contributions to this topic, the point is made 

that the economic, utilitarian, view of the senior consumer as a "rational being" is 

redundant. Goods are seen as culturally mediated symbols rather than bundles of 

utilities. In the case of seniors in particular, many possessions assume an archival 

symbolism serving a mnemonic function; the older person, especially if widowed, sees 

themselves as custodian rather than owner of the object. In a somewhat similar vein, 

the meaning or symbolism of product assortments is used to define role transitions in 

later life; there are certain things the retiree/widow either should or should not have. 

The possibility that there may be constellations of products which have particular 

symbolism for the role of widow is explored more fully in chapter 4.3.

A similar non-rational analysis of the motivation underpinning senior consumption has 

been adumbrated in the exploratory work of Mick & DeMoss (1990a). They suggest 

that many of the goods seniors buy are in fact purchased as "self-gifts". Such 

purchasing is more properly likened to interpersonal gift-giving where the focus is 

increasingly on the polysemous communication conveyed than on the utilitarian benefits 

of the gift. Here, the older consumer is both sender and receiver, the product or service 

functions as emotional nutrition by conveying messages of self-esteem and reward to the 

self. It will be seen later in chapter 4.3 that the self gift motive may prove especially 

salient at moments of role transition such as that from wife to widow.

A number of other authors have sought, in a more conventional way, to suggest current 

key needs and values of the older market. There is general agreement that comfort, 

security, nostalgia, and convenience needs increase with age at the expense of more 

hedonic needs (Hartman, 1988; Schewe, 1991). Indeed, a convincing case has been
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made for targeting the older market by focusing on these age-related needs rather than 

on age itself (Schewe, 1991).

A cautionary note has been sounded regarding the "convenience" need of seniors by 

Muller (1989). Convenience is often mistakenly associated with time-saving products 

and services. With a surfeit of free time, older consumers often desire time-using rather 

than time-saving goods; the "convenience need" is best catered for by those products and 

services which assist with operations the consumer finds difficult to perform rather than 

those which are purely time consuming.

At the other end of "means-end" chains from deeper needs are the specific criteria or 

attributes which are sought in any purchase. Due to early interest by retailers in older 

customers, the literature is replete with studies on their salient store selection criteria. 

In analysing senior store criteria there is some justification for choosing a single product 

category; selection criteria will likely vary by product type (Lumpkin & Hite, 1988). 

In the light of what was noted in chapter 2.5.1., a predilection for clothing store criteria 

in particular is not surprising.

Overall, there is less than unanimity regarding the most preferred/mentioned clothing 

store criteria (Greenberg & Lumpkin, 1983). This lack of consensus appears to have 

two main causes. First, some use small purposive samples (French & Crask, 1977; 

Chowdhary, 1989), others larger probability samples (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979). 

Second, some studies fail to compare senior clothing store criteria with those of other 

age groups (French & Crask, 1977).

Dodge (1962) found a sample of Portland Oregon seniors selecting apparel stores on the 

basis of assortment, price, and quality. Low prices and convenient location were the top 

two selection criteria in a later non-probability sample of over 65’s (French & Crask, 

1977). Subsequent research on clothing store selection became progressively rigorous 

and comprehensive, most of it using comparative data.
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Older subjects were found not to differ significantly from younger customers in terms 

of the store attributes they prefer (Lumpkin & Greenberg, 1982). They did however 

express a distinctive need to be valued as customers and they in turn value their 

relationship with store personnel. Location and ease in shopping did not feature 

prominently, suggesting that problems with mobility and transport were minimal. 

Greenberg & Lumpkin (1983) also found little difference on less crucial store features 

related to convenience such as rest areas and parking facilities.

Somewhat similar results were reported in a study examining apparel store attributes 

mentioned by retirees and non-retirees of all ages (Lumpkin, 1984). Retirement status 

was not a significant discriminator of choice determinants but age was. Once again, 

location and ease of shopping were not significant attributes across either age or 

retirement groupings.

An advance in the study of senior store criteria occurred with Lumpkin, Greenberg & 

Goldstucker’s (1985) research. Using a nationally representative comparative sample, 

they distinguished between salient and determinant attributes in choice of clothing store. 

Salient attributes are important but, because all or most stores possess them, they may 

not be the determinant attributes which explain the choice of a particular store. The 

elderly differed from younger subjects on ten out of a total of thirteen determinant 

attributes. Under 59 year olds sought prices, sales and variety, whereas the 65 to 74 

and 75 and over groups laid more stress on a knowledgeable and helpful staff - this 

stemming more from a need for recognition/ attention than from feelings of inadequacy.

A further development was to compare the views of older patrons and retailers on 

clothing store criteria (Lumpkin & Hite, 1988). Both groups agreed on the extent to 

which clothing stores actually possess a range of criteria; senior patrons thus appear to 

be astute assessors of retail performance. However, both groups differed on what they 

considered important store criteria for senior patrons. Furthermore, the senior 

respondents judged that stores do not in practice possess the criteria older patrons deem 

important such as appropriate garment sizes, requisite parking facilities, and elderly 

discounts. Other non-comparative studies have been reported on this same topic by
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Greco (1986) and Chowdhary (1989) with discordant findings.

There has been a paucity of research on senior store choice criteria for stores other than 

clothing stores. Lambert (1979) found discounts, courtesy, and assistance from staff 

were the three most frequently mentioned criteria. For Gelb (1980) and Moschis (1987), 

active solicitation of senior patronage was most salient. However, it is not so much that 

older customers have different criteria to the young but that they consider some criteria 

more important than the young.

One of the more comprehensive studies in this area was conducted by Schütz, Baird, & 

Hawkes (1979) using five product areas and eight retail modes. Product assortment, 

prices and location were the pivotal criteria used in evaluating all eight retail modes; 

store personnel were only of moderate importance. However, perhaps the single most 

significant finding was that age was irrelevant as a predictor variable of the criteria used 

to evaluate any of the retail formats - marital and employment status together with social 

class appeared more decisive variables.

A final group of miscellaneous research has focused on the attributes used for specific 

products/services. Stephenson (1989) claims that consistency and healthiness were key 

criteria in the choice of restaurant for seniors. Gabriel (1990) found that U.K. elderly 

preferred to purchase appliances from the "correct store" i.e. electricity board outlets 

rather than discount stores. Smith (1989) reported that older Canadian shoppers ranked 

design constructs (size, parking, layout, doors) first, followed by store selection and 

accessibility (location, distance) in evaluating different urban shopping centres.

In conclusion, this section on retail choice criteria of seniors has shown them to be 

relatively similar to other age groups. Where they differ most appears to be on the 

personal attention/service dimension. It is as yet unclear whether such attention is seen 

by older customers as a reward for lifelong patronage or as a sign that, despite 

increasing disengagement, they continue to be valued by society at large. It is equally 

possible that retail experience in the earlier life stages is colouring their expectations and 

store selection criteria in later life. Despite this possibility, none of the research
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examined has sought to probe the impact of such early experience on subsequent retail 

preferences in later life.

As will be highlighted later, the senior market is becoming increasingly a services 

oriented market. While it is more difficult to divorce a service from the outlet through 

which it is discharged than it is with products, virtually none of the authors cited has 

investigated the criteria used by older customers to determine service outlet selection.

2.5.3.

Senior Decision Making.

Having examined the product assortments, retail outlets, and product/store attributes 

characteristic of the ageing consumer, this section addresses the decision making process 

itself. The cognitive decrements attendant upon the ageing process have been examined 

in chapter 2.4.2. For present purposes, the focus is more on the practical question of 

the kinds of consumption decisions made by seniors.

The possibility that older shoppers might show a preference for one of a number of 

broad buying decision styles has been examined (Deshpande & Krishnan, 1979). It was 

found that the adoption of any one buying style - "avoid information" for example - 

significantly affected whether or not the shopper would be subsequently satisfied with 

the purchase. Schiffman & Sherman (1991) claim that what they term "the new age" 

segment of the grey market - young in outlook, inner directed, and well off - will show 

itself a growing and increasingly confident group in decision making, less concerned 

with making mistakes and more assured in its accumulated consumer experience.

Using a laboratory setting, Johnson, M.(1990) compared the decision process used by 

retirees and students in the purchase of a car. Students were found to use more product 

information in their decisions than the retirees. They also used compensatory decision 

rules - searching for information on differing attributes for the same brand of car. On 

the other hand, retirees used a non-compensatory approach, searching for information
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on the same attribute across the different brands of cars. Since they found no correlation 

between intelligence and processing style, it does suggest that the very decision 

processing style itself may be influenced by age. However, the artificiality of the setting 

and the small sample size suggest caution in advancing this interpretation.

More recently, Lesser & Kunkel (1991) have advanced the proposition that age specific 

models of shopping behaviour should be investigated. Their starting point is cognitive 

developments which occur over the life-span. These developments should, they feel, 

result at least in modifications to any base-line model of shopping behaviour for different 

age groups. Preliminary evidence is presented to back up this claim with particular 

reference to over 60 year old shoppers. Whilst their research was exploratory in 

character, the ramifications of their thesis for senior consumer behaviour should not be 

underestimated.

The extent and patterns of joint decision making by wives and husbands are germane to 

any understanding of their purchase behaviour. The literature reviewed showed 

considerable unanimity on this issue; as consumers grow older, there is an increased 

tendency for joint decision making across a wide spectrum of consumer decisions from 

convenience to high ticket items (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979; Tynan & Drayton, 

1985b; Smith & Moschis, 1985; Moschis, 1987; Tongren, 1988, Moschis et al., 1991). 

There appear to be two principal factors responsible for this tendency. The first is the 

impact of retirement (Tynan & Drayton, 1985b; Moschis, 1987) and the resultant 

blurring of traditional sex roles leading to greater egalitarianism. Second, there is 

evidence from psychology that, with increasing age, men become more receptive to their 

own affiliative and nurturant promptings while women become more responsive to their 

aggressive egocentric impulses (Neugarten, 1968; Smith & Moschis, 1985). No 

research has been conducted on the decision making style of widows, the specific focus 

of this thesis. However, it is worth emphasising that one significant feature of 

bereavement from a consumption standpoint is this sudden shift from an increasing joint 

decision making mode to an individual one. The possibility that a form of joint decsion 

making exists between widows and their deceased husbands is investigated in chapter

3.4.2.
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Only one study was located which runs contrary to this trend towards syncratic trends 

among older couples (Miller & Petrich, 1986). However, this research, based on a 

small sample, simply notes a general trend towards independent decision making without 

supporting data. The question asked - "did you consider the opinion of others in making 

a purchase?" - was quite vague and may well have been interpreted to mean "are you 

capable of making decision on your own?"

Clearly seniors do not undergo a metamorphosis as consumers on reaching their 60th. 

birthday. So, all of the standard concepts and variables still apply to their decision 

making; one such concept is the evoked set. The literature does suggest however, that 

senior evoked sets may be prone to certain modifications as a result of the ageing 

process. The consensus is that the number of brands in the evoked set - sometimes 

referred to as the "brand repertoire" - is likely to diminish with age (Hoy & Fisk, 1985; 

Uncles & Ehrenberg, 1990). The main reasons forwarded for this contraction in evoked 

set size are increasing aversion to the risk of including new brands, and cognitive 

decrements which adversely affect the retention of product related information. This 

point has been reinforced by the finding that seniors with the cognitive capacity to search 

for and utilise more external information were more likely to have larger evoked sets 

(Swartz & Stephens, 1983).

Seniors have also been found to possess store evoked sets (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 

1979; Moschis, 1989), and switching induced by price incentives has been confined to 

those stores within these evoked sets.

An interesting counterpoint to the consensus in the literature on this point has been the 

contribution of Uncles & Ehrenberg (1990). They found the annual brand repertoires 

of U.K. over 55 households for seven fast moving consumer goods to be 2.7 brands 

versus 3.7 brands for the rest of the population. However, if senior panel records were 

let run for an additional five months, they achieved the same repertoire size as other 

households. So, at least for this limited selection of goods, their smaller household size 

may explain their smaller annual repertoire more effectively than any psychological 

variable.
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The consumer decision process can become more complex as the person experiences 

increasing debility. In particular, the roles of offspring, friends, and care-givers may 

become more crucial. Despite the fact that the "old-old" (85+) are set to increase at 

a faster rate than any other senior group (Belonax, Javalgi, Rao, & Thomas 1991), such 

third party input has received scant treatment in the literature. Moschis et al. (1991) 

examined care-giver assistance in the purchase of home appliances. Baumgarten, Rao, 

& Ring (1976) modelled the choice decision in selecting a nursing home and discovered 

limited evoked sets - 78% had considered just one nursing home - and minimal input 

at all stages of the decision by the prospective residents themselves.

2.5.4.

Price in Senior Purchase Decisions.

The purpose of this section is to examine the literature dealing with the role of price and

economic considerations in the consumer decisions of the ageing market. The majority

of authors portray a segment which is cost conscious, non-impulsive, thrifty, and

rational, suggesting a "no frills" approach to marketing strategy (Mason & Bearden,

1978a; Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979; Gelb, 1980; Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984;

Mertz & Stephens, 1986; Miller & Petrich, 1986; Moschis, 1987; Stacey, 1987;

Conaway, 1991). This trait manifests itself in myriad ways - in a greater propensity to

use saving stamps, shopping lists, and to check prices (Ross, 1982), together with above

average use of coupons (Zbytniewski, 1979).
I

Several explanations for this phenomenon are proffered in the literature. Citing the case 

of retirees in particular, Gelb (1980) suggests that the savings achieved by this style of 

prudent purchasing constitute a substitute means, albeit a reduced means, of "earning 

money" after the retiree has ceased earning a salary in the conventional sense. Mertz 

& Stephens (1986) subscribe to the same view; thrift is an indirect way of saving which, 

in the case of current senior cohorts, finds its roots in the experience of living through 

the Depression years. Both sources thus acknowledge a somewhat ambivalent feature 

of senior consumers in that they have the means to enjoy a life of plenty yet do so with
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considerable caution. A third explanation has emerged from social gerontology (Smith 

& Moschis, 1985; Moschis, 1987). Here, one of the few role prescriptions society 

ascribes to older people is to retain economic independence, often in the face of 

shrinking income. This prescription may well explain senior propensity to avail of deals 

and coupons and the strong economic motivation underpinning their purchasing. A final 

and more prosaic explanation may be that either fixed or diminishing resources simply 

dictate that economic considerations are paramount in purchase decisions (Phillips & 

Stemthal, 1977).

There is some indication that the cautiousness, thrift, and price consciousness attributed 

to the grey market in general may need some qualification however. It appears, for 

example, that seniors in some countries consider it more worthwhile to shop around for 

prices than in others (French et al., 1983). There is also preliminary evidence that price 

consciousness and inflation awareness may vary between different older shopping 

taxonomies (Lumpkin, 1985). The situation is further compounded by the increasing 

realisation in the literature of the need to examine the array of price promotions on offer 

individually.

The first such promotion to be examined is the special senior discount. American 

researchers have analysed the implementation, acceptance levels, and effectiveness of 

such discount schemes (Schneider 1976, Gillett & Schneider, 1978; Mason & Bearden, 

1978a). Such schemes usually involve the consumer paying a small fee to join and 

obtain a membership card; local participating retailers offer discounts typically in the 10 

-15%  range. Gillett & Schneider (1978) reported that 42% of older shoppers in their 

study never used their membership cards. For those who did, there was little evidence 

that such a scheme changed their store patronage. In the context of the present study 

it is interesting to note that Spiller & Hamilton (1993) found marital status to be the sole 

variable distinguishing between high and low users of discount schemes for all five 

products they tested; married older people were significantly more likely to participate 

in them than those who were widowed or single.
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Early confidence in the promise of senior discount schemes stemmed from two 

convictions - first that patrons would see them as a sign that they were being singled out 

for special attention, second, that they were being rewarded for lengthy patronage over 

the years (Gelb 1980). Research which probed this topic supported such positive 

perceptions of discount programmes (Mason & Bearden 1978; Lumpkin, Greenberg & 

Goldstucker 1985). The sole exception appears to have been Lambert (1979) who 

reported low percentages of his over 65 localised sample seeking such discounts. More 

recently, it appears that blanket adoption or rejection of these schemes should not be 

expected since a wide variation in the acceptance of such deals may exist based on the 

type of product/service being purchased and whether the purchase is made in a retail 

outlet or in the home (Moschis, 1989; Spiller & Hamilton, 1993). Acceptance may 

further depend on how directly the scheme is publicised. Too overt a scheme may deter 

and embarrass potential participants anxious not to be identified as older consumers 

(Tongren, 1981a).

A second price-related promotion which impinges on senior shopping is generics. 

Unlike discount schemes, there is unanimity in the literature on a widespread aversion 

to generics. Zbytniewski (1979) found that while older subjects rated generics as better 

value than the young, they bought 40% fewer generic items. Strang, Harris & 

Hernandez (1979) also reported lower acceptance levels of generics by older groups, 

although these differences were not significant. The perceived inferior quality of 

generics seemed to be the main reason.

Research by Lumpkin (1985) has also highlighted how the generally accepted price 

sensitivity of the older shopper has not extended to generics. A note of caution has been 

introduced however by Ross (1982) who suggested gender differences in senior attitudes 

to generic products. Citing a Needham, Harper & Steers study in 1981, he noted how 

over 65’s were the only age group where generics were used more by males than 

females. Indeed, when generic purchasing was analysed across age groups no difference 

was found between older and younger groups. So, while the bulk of the research 

suggests an aversion to generics, the grounds for this aversion have yet to be probed. 

Perceived inferior quality, the relative "newness" and recency of generics, and the
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association of generics with economic hardship, suggest themselves as possible grounds 

to be researched.

The notion of price awareness or price consciousness is related yet distinct from the 

foregoing discussion of price sensitivity. In a comparative laboratory experiment, 

Zeithaml & Fuerst (1983) found that older subjects showed poorer price recall, poorer 

relative price recall, and less certainty about their price recall than younger subjects. 

For this experiment shelf prices alone - currently the norm in most Irish supermarkets - 

were displayed. As a result, the absence of item pricing, the pricing format most 

seniors would have grown up with, may have contributed to the low price awareness 

reported.

A further possible explanation for low price awareness among seniors may be the trend 

towards greater use of unit pricing. Bearden & Mason (1979) found that 40% of over 

65’s in their South Eastern U.S. sample were unfamiliar with such pricing; the figure 

for the general population was 12%. Interestingly, those seniors who were familiar 

with unit pricing used it to the same extent as the general population. Similar low usage 

levels of unit pricing by the elderly have been reported by Ross (1982) and Smith & 

Baker (1986). The former study suggests the possibility that these problems with unit 

pricing stem from decrements in visual acuity rather than from difficulties in processing 

price-related information per se. Such an explanation may also underpin the low usage 

of shelf pricing referred to earlier (Zeithlaml & Fuerst, 1983).

While the thrust of this section on the price sensitivity of older consumers has been to 

portray them as more price sensitive than younger groups, there has nonetheless been 

a constant current within the literature disputing this finding. Towle & Martin (1976) 

discerned six buying - style groupings within the elderly market; the style accounting for 

the largest percentage of respondents was the "conspicuous" buying style whereas the 

"economy shopper" style accounted for a mere 10%. Further research (Lumpkin & 

Greenberg, 1982) found price-related aspects were less important for the elderly than for 

younger subjects in the purchase of clothing. A similar trend was noted in subsequent 

research in the same product area (Lumpkin, 1984; Lumpkin, Greenberg & Goldstucker,
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1985). Also Smith & Moschis (1985) rejected the hypothesis that older consumers were 

more likely to use money-saving sales promotion offers. Smith (1989) reported that 

prices were not a consideration for seniors in their choice of shopping centre.

In line with this dissenting current of research, two comprehensive reviews of older 

consumer behaviour have disputed the price sensitivity consensus (Schewe, 1984; 

Tongren, 1988). The most cogent argument is made in the second review by Tongren 

and is based on the premise that many of the studies in favour of a price sensitive older 

consumer used small localised samples. For this reason Tongren lays considerable store 

by the Bernhardt & Kinnear (1975) and Lumpkin, Greenberg, & Goldstucker (1985) 

studies both of which used large probability samples and both of which claimed that 

seniors were less price sensitive than younger age groups. However, Tongren’s 

conclusion may yet be proven rather hasty since the Lumpkin, Greenberg & Goldstucker 

(1985) study analysed sensitivity in only one product area, namely apparel, and the 

Bernhardt & Kinnear (1975) study simply noted a preference for department over 

discount stores - a rather tenuous measure of sensitivity to prices.

Tongren also failed to advert to Schutz, Baird & Hawke’s (1979) study which used a 

large probability sample and which found in favour of a wise, careful shopper whose 

expenditure exhibited logically varying patterns, with over half the respondents 

comparing prices in stores and shopping for price "specials" at least once a month.

A possible resolution to this dispute may lie in the work of Fox, Roscoe, & Feigenbaum

(1984). They highlighted the fact that different results on senior price sensitivity emerge 

depending on how the concept is operationalised. For example, 75% of their subjects 

perceived themselves as "thrifty". However, much lower levels of endorsement were 

registered by the same subjects for the statement "I shop for low prices" . Thus, feeling 

thrifty need not preclude the purchase of expensive quality items.
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2.5.5.

Senior Brand Lovaltv.

The purpose of this section is to examine the brand behaviour of mature consumers for 

evidence of loyalty. Authors who have addressed this topic fall readily into two groups - 

those who feel the senior consumer exhibits above average loyalty and those who 

disagree. In terms of numbers, the former hold sway. Zbytniewski (1979) reported that 

her West Coast over 65 grocery shoppers showed high brand loyalty levels but offered 

no reasons for this. The same phenomenon has been found in the senior banking area 

in the U.S. (Fensom, 1985) and also among older bank customers in Scotland (Clarkson 

& Stone, 1990).

A wide variety of explanations for brand loyalty have been proffered. French et al. 

(1983) suggested that mature grocery shoppers were using brand loyalty as a risk 

reducing strategy. In support of the high banking loyalty noted in the previous 

paragraph, Hoy & Fisk (1985) suggested that this was because seniors warmed more 

than the young to the customised treatment inherent in the provision of financial 

services. A further possibility for senior brand loyalty levels is that marketers have not 

made a serious and concerted attempt to woo them away from their current brands 

(Hartman 1988). In other words, their brand loyalty has yet to be realistically tested. 

This possibility is indirectly supported by Milliman & Effmeyer (1989) who discovered 

that older patrons are more loyal to retailers who make a deliberate effort to cater 

specially for them.

Moschis (1987) offers three further reasons for high senior brand loyalty based on a 

comprehensive review of the literature. The first is the fact that age correlates directly 

with store loyalty and this naturally delimits the number of brands from which the 

consumer can choose. Second, he notes a tendency by older shoppers to use the brand 

name as a form of cognitive umbrella which can encapsulate a wide variety of attributes 

and brand information under one accessible label. Third, borrowing from gero- 

psychology, he suggests that brand loyalty is the result of increasing difficulty in 

processing "new" information which is a normal concomitant of changing brands.
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Another rationale for distinctive loyalty levels by seniors was provided by Tongren 

(1981a). He notes that the elderly are a canny group of consumers who have built up 

brand loyalty over many years of purchasing - a point often forgotten when comparing 

them with younger age groups. Coupled to this has been the failure by companies to 

appeal specifically to this segment; in a cyclical manner this has rendered their brand 

loyalty even more entrenched. So, the long term consequence for marketers is that the 

scope for brand switching by seniors, especially in saturated markets is really quite 

limited.

The sole authors to investigate the correlates of senior brand loyalty were Schütz, Baird 

& Hawkes (1979). The brand loyal older respondents in their age-comparative study in 

San Francisco tended to have a positive attitude to change and new experiences, and 

greater involvement outside the home; they also tended not to be widowed. Brand 

switchers on the other hand, tended to have higher incomes and higher education. 

Moschis (1987) noted that exposure to mass media correlated directly with brand 

switching.

As intimated earlier, there is a group of authors who dispute that the senior market 

exhibits exceptional loyalty (Towle & Martin, 1976; Schewe, 1984; Schneidman, 1988), 

or at least that this market does not show the level of loyalty one would expect given 

their lengthy exposure to operant conditioning in the marketplace (Tongren, 1988). 

However, only one of these authors conducted empirical research to substantiate this 

argument and this was based on a rather small localised sample (Towle & Martin, 1976).

A more persuasive contribution to this side of the argument has been made recently by 

Uncles & Ehrenberg (1990) in the U.K.. Scrutinising panel data for over 55 

households, they discovered that the average brand repertoire of such households for 7 

f.m .c.g’s. was only slightly smaller than that of other households. They had used panel 

data from households with both young and senior heads over yearly intervals. They 

further discovered that if senior data for the succeeding year was taken into 

consideration, the older household would achieve the same brand repertoire in 17 months 

which other households achieved in a year. In other words they switched brands as
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much as any other group but over a more protracted timespan.

A number of observations on this study are warranted. Its use o f a large, national, 

representative sample adds weight to the findings. However, these findings question 

rather than disprove the claim that older consumers are unusually loyal. On the one 

hand, the fact that older households eventually purchase as many brands as other 

households, could be taken as evidence that they are as likely to switch as any other 

segment; if it takes them longer to do so this should come as no surprise since senior 

households tend to be smaller. On the other hand it could be argued that giving the 

older households 5 extra months to "catch up" on other households’ repertoires is 

distorting the situation.

The -crucial question is the volume consumed per person each year for the seven 

f.m .c.g’s. Using this criterion, Uncles & Ehrenberg found that the volume of each 

consumer good purchased per person was in fact greater in older households than in 

younger households. Thus the smaller household size alone would appear not to account 

for the more restricted brand repertoire of older households. Interestingly, similar AGB 

panel data from the U.K. has been cited to show that annual brand repertoires of over 

55 households are virtually the same in size as those of other households (Buck, 1990a).

While the literature is less than unanimous on the prevalence of brand loyalty among 

older consumers, there does seem to be agreement that, whatever current levels are, they 

are set to move in the direction of less brand loyalty for succeeding senior cohorts. 

Gilson (1982) predicts this on the premise that future seniors will have greater 

discretionary income. Dychtwald & Gable (1990) and Schiffman & Sherman (1991), 

predict a similar trend based on higher educational attainment and a resultant consumer 

who will evaluate brands more on product attributes than on brand reputation.
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2.5.6.

Senior Post-Purchase Behaviour.

The final and perhaps most neglected sphere of consumer decision making is post

purchase behaviour. This neglect has percolated through to senior consumer behaviour 

as well (Waddell, 1975). Insofaras the topic is addressed at all, authors have tended to 

focus on dissatisfaction levels and complaining behaviour. Many of these authors have 

not conducted primary research, content to reiterate the received wisdom on this subject. 

There has been a minimum of dispute regarding what this received wisdom is - older 

consumers are more accepting, gullible, docile and less querulous than other age groups 

(Dodge, 1962; Gelb, 1977; Tynan & Drayton, 1987; LaForge, 1989; Moschis, 1989; 

Burnett & McDaniel, 1990).

Any estimation of older consumers’ complaining behaviour is contingent upon how 

satisfied they are in the first place. Thus, the first question to be addressed is the 

dissatisfaction levels of maturer purchasers. Bearden & Mason’s (1979) small U .S. 

Southeastern sample of older households reported the same levels of unavailability 

experienced as the general population for advertised food specials; when this was 

broadened to encompass "any dissatisfaction experienced over the past year with one or 

more food items", dissatisfaction levels dipped below those of other shoppers. Mason 

& Bearden (1978a) similarly noted lower awareness levels of unavailability of food 

specials by seniors and attributed this lack of awareness to a combination of recall 

difficulties and a lessened sensitivity to retailing standards. Burton & Hennon (1980) 

chose to attribute low reported dissatisfaction levels to both marketplace naivete and a 

desire not to appear overly vulnerable and dependent.

However, greater credence must attach to the work of Bernhardt (1981) which was based 

on two representative national samples across a large selection of product areas. It 

yielded higher dissatisfaction levels among older shoppers (16% versus 12%) for all 

product areas. He tellingly remarks that some authors who have portrayed maturer 

shoppers as less prone to dissatisfaction have failed to take cognizance of the fact that 

older consumers generally buy from a more restricted number of product areas, so they
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have fewer goods to be dissatisfied with in the first place. Consequently, some form of 

weighting procedure is apposite when comparing senior dissatisfaction levels with those 

of other age groups.

There is some discrepancy regarding the product/service areas which are most likely to 

generate dissatisfaction among seniors. Bernhardt (1981) ranks cars first, followed by 

appliances and mail order; Burton & Hennon (1980) cite utilities, food and clothing in 

that order; Schütz, Baird & Hawkes (1979) say cars and banks are most prominent while 

Waddell (1975) and Smith & Baker (1986) report that the American Association for 

Retired Persons receives more complaints for mail order goods than for any other 

category. Thus, despite differences in ranking, there is a modicum of agreement on the 

more sensitive purchasing areas. Unfortunately, there has been little attempt to probe 

beneath senior dissatisfaction levels to ascertain either the cause of the dissatisfaction, 

or the agent deemed responsible for it. Bernhardt (1981) discovered little difference 

between older and younger consumers regarding either the cause of their dissatisfaction - 

"unavailability" and "poor quality" were most often cited by both groups - or whom 

they perceived as responsible (the outlet where the item was purchased for 72%, the 

manufacturer 20%). Burton & Hennon (1980) have noted that senior dissatisfaction in 

particular areas is a function of expenditure levels in those areas; they had greater 

concern for goods which cost more.

Given that senior dissatisfaction levels may not be as depressed as previously thought, 

the next question to be addressed is the action, if any, taken in pursuance of purchase 

problems. The impression gleaned from the literature is that seniors are slightly 

reluctant to undertake remedial action. A variety of remedial behaviours have been 

examined including complaining to management, returning the faulty good, and 

contacting legal/consumer agencies. Studies which have used a comparative 

methodology show seniors to be more docile than the general population (Mason & 

Bearden, 1978a; Bearden & Mason, 1979; Bernhardt, 1981). However, such 

comparisons should not obscure the fact that senior complaining behaviour is still quite 

substantial. A Houston sample of seniors (Gelb, 1977) said 85% would return a product 

which did not work properly, 43% would complain, and 28% would relay their
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experience to others. A study of participants at an A. A.R.P. (American Association of 

Retired Persons) conference in Atlanta found that the most likely reactions to a consumer 

problem were: "complaining to the retailer/manufacturer" (55%), "do nothing" (25%), 

"consult a lawyer" (6%) (Waddell, 1975).

Unfortunately, registering a complaint and having it resolved satisfactorily are two 

different things. There is some evidence that seniors enjoy poorer outcomes to the 

complaints they make compared to other shoppers (Mason & Bearden, 1978a). One 

possible reason may be a residue of ageism on the part of management although it is 

possible that the complaints in question are rather vague and not voiced as articulately 

as they might be (Tongren, 1988).

Most authors have advanced some rationale for lower comparative complaining levels 

by seniors and the rather higher percentages who "do nothing". One possibility is that 

a surfeit of complaining may exacerbate feelings of dependency among maturer shoppers 

(Bearden & Mason, 1979). Bernhardt (1981) maintains that lower education levels, 

lower awareness of consumer rights, and scaled down aspiration levels, all contribute 

to a lower propensity to complain. None of these causes are of course immutable. It 

is quite likely that education and rights awareness levels will improve and that current 

reluctance to complain is attributable primarily to a cohort effect (Gelb, 1977).

Perhaps the most stimulating rationale for reluctance to complain is that of LaForge 

(1989). She proposes the psychological theory of "Learned Helplessness" whereby older 

consumers, conditioned and reared in an environment insensitive to complaints become 

passive and remain so even after this early environment has been replaced by a more 

consumer-oriented one.

As with virtually all the consumer variables examined in this chapter, there are sub

groupings of seniors - in this case seniors exhibiting different dissatisfaction and 

complaint levels. Using a national probability sample, Deshpande & Krishnan (1979) 

uncovered five different "buying styles" used by older shoppers across thirty three 

different products. The use of a particular style affected the likelihood of there being
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subsequent complaints. For example, a senior whose "style" involved never using a 

shopping list, ignoring fine print, and going beyond the allocated budget was most likely 

to experience post-purchase difficulties. Another national probability sample cited by 

Lawther (1978) found that older people with high levels o f social integration showed 

more marked complaining behaviour and a more heightened awareness of unfair 

practices. This need to distinguish between older complainers also applies to their 

complaints. Moschis (1989) maintained that certain types of complaint were more likely 

to result in overt complaining behaviour than others. Complaints concerning spoilt 

goods or prices being higher than advertised were more prone to be actively pursued 

than those concerning poor quality or poor performance.

If some senior consumers are more likely to complain than others, part of the 

explanation may lie in their increased vulnerability to the retail and sales practices most 

likely to yield unsatisfactory outcomes. Indeed, the popular perception is that older 

consumers are more susceptible to questionable or fraudulent appeals than other 

consumer groups (Lambert, 1980) and less au fait with consumer rights (Bearden & 

Mason, 1979) although Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes (1979) have questioned the validity of 

this perception. While the extent and effect of marketing malpractice on older 

consumers is beyond the remit of this thesis, some of the consumer behaviour writers 

do proffer explanations for this heightened vulnerability. The most comprehensive 

treatment is possibly that given by Waddell (1975).

Conclusion:

The foregoing section 2.5 has examined the literature relating to the senior purchase 

event understood in a rather restricted sense - the when, where, with whom of going 

shopping, the criteria used and the importance of price discounts. Any expectation of 

consensus on such a descriptive area is obviously contingent upon agreement concerning 

methodological ground rules; such agreement has been noticeably absent. The foregoing 

review has noted the use of comparative (including data on younger consumer groups) 

and non-comparative studies, the use of localised convenience, and national probability
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samples, the use of different threshold ages to describe "older" consumers, and the use 

of single product and multiple product studies. Given these shortcomings, it is not 

surprising that a unified picture has failed to emerge.

However, methodological differences apart, the discordant findings may underscore the 

naivete of viewing the senior market as a monolith founded upon a single demographic 

variable - chronological age. They may also promote the realisation that, at least on the 

descriptive dimensions of purchasing, similarities with the population as a whole 

outweigh any differences there may be between them.

The overview of the dissatisfaction/complaint levels of the mature market suggests 

groups of consumers who, broadly speaking, experience the same level of post-purchase 

dissatisfaction as the population at large and for the same types of problems. However, 

they show themselves slightly reluctant to initiate complaining behaviour to resolve these 

problems, a reluctance seemingly borne of the retail environment in which they were 

raised. Those seniors who do seek redress appear to enjoy fewer successful outcomes 

than younger consumers.

Despite these broad conclusions, there remain facets of older complaint behaviour 

worthy of further investigation. First, Attribution Theory has yet to be applied to senior 

post-purchase dissatisfaction. Whether or not complaints follow dissatisfaction should 

depend on the person or source to whom the consumer attributes responsibility for the 

problem. A senior air traveller, dissatisfied with a two hour flight delay, is far less 

likely to complain if he attributes responsibility for the delay to adverse weather 

conditions or the late arrival of a fellow passenger than if he attributes it to inefficiency 

on the part of the carrier.

A second avenue of future research concerns complaint expectations. A consumer is 

more likely to complain where she expects the complaint will be sympathetically dealt 

with. Research has yet to determine the circumstances and sources where dissatisfied 

seniors expect their complaints will be most amicably resolved.
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2.6.
Innovation and the Senior Market.

The principal aim of this section is to examine the mature consumer literature to 

ascertain whether the older consumer exhibits distinctive levels of innovativeness and/or 

risk perception. Whatever about their views, most of the authors cited on this topic 

agree on the "received wisdom" - the prevailing stereotype that the mature consumer 

lacks venturesomeness (Sherman, Schiffman, & Dillon, 1988; Lumpkin, Caballero, & 

Chonko, 1989; Strutton & Lumpkin, 1992) and is among the last to adopt (Phillips & 

Stemthal, 1977). Consequently, marketers catering for this segment were admonished 

not to overemphasize the newness and possible complexity inherent in innovations. 

Support for this stereotypical cautiousness has been adduced from seminal psycho- 

gerontological literature where the older consumer is often portrayed valuing accuracy 

over speed, preferring to avoid making a decision rather than make an incorrect one 

(Botwinick, 1978); they thus err on the side of omission rather than commission (Ross, 

1982).

However, most current authors are choosing to question this portrayal (Moschis, 1987). 

The supposed "rigidity" of seniors is not a trait which can be extended to all facets of 

their behaviour; it is simply that, as consumers, they have more to lose and experience 

a somewhat higher security need than other age groups (Hartman, 1988). Hoy & Fisk 

(1985) further point out that the intangibility of services may have contributed to lower 

adoption levels of services by seniors , however this need not necessarily be extended 

automatically to products as well.

Perhaps the most strident ripost to the "rigidity" myth has come from Timmermann

(1981) and Zeithaml & Gilly (1987). Those accusing mature consumers of tardiness in 

adoption may well be falling prey to the "hen - egg" syndrome. Timmermann (1981) 

cites the case of new cable stations. Low adoption levels may stem more from a failure 

on the part of station managers to research and cater for older tastes than from a 

reluctance by senior viewers to innovate. Further weight to this argument has been 

added by Zeithaml & Gilly (1987) who point out that the senior market is a highly
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heterogeneous one, hence generalisations on innovativeness, should be treated with 

caution. Why should the same variables which determine levels of innovativeness in the 

general population such as education and income not apply equally to older age groups? 

In conclusion they point out that isolation from information circulation, especially 

personal information, may adversely affect their awareness of innovations and hence 

their levels of adoption. Thus, lack of information rather than lack of innovativeness 

may be the problem.

George Moschis has contributed significantly to this debate as well. He contends that 

if the mature consumer can understand the innovation and perceive that it will benefit 

her, then adoption is just as likely as for any other group (Moschis, 1989). By way of 

support for this thesis, he reported how 90% of seniors in a recent survey had 

microwaves and 66% had V.C.R’s.. These two products suggest a tendency to adopt 

"convenience" type innovations (Moschis, 1992). He further notes how microwave 

ovens have been readily adopted by seniors while telephone answering machines have 

not; both innovations were launched on the market at the same time. This is due, he 

claims, to the former being perceived as a convenient necessity, the latter as an optional 

luxury (Moschis et al., 1991). In essence, Moshis is claiming that perceived benefits 

rather than age itself determine adoption levels. Thus, differences in the senior adoption 

process may be due not to age itself but to factors associated with advancing age such 

as lower income and/or education. The benefits of many innovations may be neither 

apparent nor applicable to the lower income or less well-educated senior, but this does 

not denote a generalised hostility to things new on the part of all seniors (Moschis, 

1987).

Apart from the general question of innovativeness, there have been numerous studies on 

adoption by older consumers of a wide range of products and services. In the U.K., 

Banks (1990) found over 55’s risk-averse on financial matters, preferring traditional 

interest bearing accounts or Government securities. Gilly & Zeithaml (1985) used a 

large U.S. national probability sample to test adoption levels for four innovations - 

scanners, A .T.M ’s., push-button phones, and E.F.T. (electronic funds transfer). The 

sole innovation for which adoption levels were higher for seniors than others was
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E.F.T.. When asked why, respondents pointed to the twin benefits, security and safety, 

which this innovation afforded them.

Wealthy Scottish over 65’s showed little evidence of technophobia in their adoption of 

A.T.M ’s. as reported in a study by Clarkson & Stone (1990). Zeithaml & Gilly (1987) 

also found it helpful to distinguish between active and passive adoption levels in a large 

study of three innovations (A.T.M ’s., scanners, and E.F.T.). A .T .M ’s. registered very 

low adoption levels - respondents explained that they simply did not need them. 70% 

of respondents reported patronising retail outlets using scanners, however this patronage 

was not due to the presence of scanners at the outlet. Zeithaml & Gilly label this 

"passive adoption". On the other hand, high levels of active adoption were reported for 

E.F.T. as this innovation was linked to perceived convenience. It was an innovation 

they actively sought out.

There have however been a minority of studies which have pointed to an unwillingness 

to innovate. Greenberg & Lumpkin (1983) reported that the older respondents in their 

large sample saw themselves less as fashion innovators than did younger respondents. 

Likewise, Dibner, Lowy & Morris (1982) found only 65% of their frail U.S. elderly 

sample adopted a free home alarm system. Generics too were viewed as an innovation 

a decade ago and Strang, Harris, & Hernandez (1979) found seniors exhibiting slower 

rates of acceptance than younger shoppers for all six generic products tested. Lumpkin 

& Greenberg (1982) conducted a comprehensive study on senior clothes purchasing and 

discovered that subjects expressed an aversion to trying new clothes stores which they 

had not previously patronised. Schewe (1984) found a similar relationship between store 

loyalty levels and age.

Whatever about innovativeness levels in the senior segment in general, there is 

widespread consensus that the current "Baby Boom" cohort will carry over into their 

maturer years the high levels of innovativeness they currently exhibit (Banks, 1990). 

This prediction sits well with current research on adoption which shows that it is directly 

related to education levels (Loudon & Della Bitta, 1993). The "Baby Boom" cohort will 

have a longer time span after the departure of their offspring; continuing education is
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expected to be a feature of this post-offspring era, so a more innovative senior market 

seems probable (Dychtwald & Gable, 1990). Indeed, there is evidence that the type of 

consumer presaged above is to be found already within the current senior cohort. The 

"New-Age Old" sub-segment described by Schiffman & Sherman (1991) had fewer 

qualms regarding purchasing mistakes and a dislike of trivial innovations, borne of long 

years of consumer experience. They are selectively innovative with a disdain for minor 

product variations - a disdain which has been mistakenly equated with a lack of 

innovativeness.

There is disparate if substantial research on the correlates of innovativeness among 

seniors. The efforts of a U.S. electricity company to get over 65 customers to adopt a 

new in-home energy audit system were more successful if reinforced by peer pressure 

and incentives (Hutton, Ahtola, & McNeil, 1986). Adoption levels for salt substitutes 

(Schiffman, 1972a) and domestic appliances (Reid, Teel, & Vanden Bergh, 1980) were 

found to correlate with the amount of previous consumption experience in that product 

area.

In the purchasing of apparel, age was positively related to the amount of pre-purchase 

perceived risk (Greenberg, & Lumpkin, 1983). Age was also inversely related to liking 

for a range of new telephone-related products (Fox, Roscoe, & Feigenbaum, 1984) and 

the "old-old" (85+) are generally regarded as least innovative of all older groups 

(Burnett & McDaniel, 1990). Counter to this thread of research, Sherman, Schiffman 

& Dillon (1988) found no relationship between venturesomeness and chronological age.

At a deeper level, some researchers have addressed the topic of psychological correlates 

of innovativeness among seniors. For example, having an "external locus of control" 

trait lessened propensity to adopt a number of electronic innovations (Zeithaml & Gilly, 

1987). Tynan & Drayton (1985b) suggest that social integration level will correlate with 

innovativeness. In their comprehensive survey of the U.S. mature market, Schütz, 

Baird, & Hawkes (1979) found that adoption of a range of products was related to a 

positive attitude to change and new experiences. The ability of life satisfaction and 

cognitive age to discriminate between adopters and non-adopters was tested by Sherman,
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Schiffman, & Dillon (1988). While both variables registered an inverse relationship 

with venturesomeness, that between cognitive age and adoption was strongest, supporting 

earlier findings of Barak & Stem (1986b).

A pioneering and much quoted study on this topic is Schiffman (1972a). Despite the 

fact that his sample was both small and institutionalised, his findings have received 

considerable academic attention. Focusing on a new brand of salt substitute, he found 

that levels of both taste and health perceived risk were inversely related to trial levels 

for this innovation and that "broad categorisers" were more likely to adopt. In purchase 

situations where perceived risk has militated against adoption, retired elderly have turned 

to brand reputation rather than store reputation to reduce this risk (Lumpkin, 1984). 

When external information is being used as a risk reducing strategy, both high and low 

risk perceivers show equal preference for formal and informal information sources 

(Klippel & Sweeney, 1974).

Conclusion:

A number of overall observations emerge from this discussion of innovativeness and the 

mature consumer.

1. It has revealed a substantial and substantive corpus of research militating against 

any simplistic stereotyping of the older consumer as intrinsically averse to 

innovations. Diverse levels of innovativeness in the general population should 

and do "spill over" the 65 year age mark.

2. Insofaras any generalisations are possible, the senior consumer seems to eschew 

any foppery, choosing to adopt selectively those innovations which possess clear 

perceived benefits such as convenience, safety and security.
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3. Low adoption levels of some products by seniors may be better explained by the 

failure to target and address their particular needs than by any inherent 

unwillingness to purchase things new.

4. Varying levels of innovativeness were noted within the senior market. Overall 

the literature suggests that internal psychological constructs rather than age per 

se may prove a more illuminating means of discriminating between the differing 

levels of innovativeness.

5. While some researchers have recorded below average adoption levels for isolated 

products and services by seniors, they have perhaps too readily attributed this to 

a reluctance to innovate per se (Bowe, 1988). One unexplored possibility is that 

seniors do indeed perceive that some innovations could improve the quality of 

their lives and would wish accordingly to purchase them. However, these same 

innovations may be perceived as emblems of age, as products which no other age 

group uses, and this perception in turn inhibits what would otherwise be 

innovative purchasing.

2.7.

Segmentation and the Senior Market.

This next section addresses the question of segmentation and the senior market. 

Anterior to the question of segmentation within the older market is the question of 

whether or not the elderly constitute a distinct segment within the general population. 

As late as 1980, some authors still felt this was a pertinent question to raise; findings 

suggested caution. Lambert (1979) stressed that if the elderly were to be treated as a 

separate segment, their buying behaviour, needs, or problems would have to be unique. 

Failing that, some needs, felt by all consumers would have to impact more intensely on 

the older consumer for them to qualify as a "segment". In a similar vein, Gelb (1980) 

was the first to attempt to analyse the senior market against the four main segmentation 

criteria:- identification, accessibility, responsiveness and significance. She expressed
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reservations that the senior segment fulfilled the last criterion, as doubts then remained 

concerning senior buying power. The mood of this period is succinctly summed up by 

Phillips & Stemthal (1977):

"despite the fact that the elderly constitute a sub-segment of the population, it is 
not currently possible to identify a homogenous elderly group of consumers" (p. 
445).

Co-temporaneous with this scepticism there had also been an undercurrent of opinion, 

confident that seniors were a viable segment and that the real challenge lay rather in 

isolating the variables which underpinned the observed heterogeneity of these consumers 

(Dodge, 1962; Towle & Martin, 1976). In the last decade this opinion has evolved into 

a received wisdom and the reality of elderly segments is now widely accepted a priori 

although the precise bases of these segments needs to be researched further (Day, Davis, 

Dove, & French, 1987; Moschis, 1988; Schewe, 1989). Considerable support for this 

opinion has been adduced from gero-psychology which has shown that, as consumers 

age, they become increasingly less homogeneous. Thus, there is a greater justification 

for segmenting older consumers than for segmenting any other age group (Gelb, 1982; 

Moschis, 1991; Schewe, 1991).

The appropriateness of segmenting the mature market appears beyond question to most 

senior researchers at present and segmentation studies have been prolific and diffuse. 

As if to accentuate this point, a recent meta-analysis of senior segmentation studies 

reported more than thirty methods and a hundred different criteria used to distinguish 

segments of this market (Bone, 1991).

2 .7 .1 . 

Demographic Segmentation.

Given the momentum to segment the senior market, the next question to be addressed 

is which segmentation variable(s) to select. While the senior market is sometimes 

referred to as the aged market, the literature shows a marked aversion to using
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chronological age as a segmentation variable within this market (Wolfe, 1987a). Age 

is not now seen as a major factor determining older consumers’ responses to marketing 

activities (Moschis, 1991), and to expect homogeneous reactions by an entire senior age 

cohort to marketing stimuli would be rather naive (French & Crask, 1977). 

Chronological age is seen primarily as a descriptive demarcation point which does not 

facilitate any understanding of underlying motives or of "the crazy quilt of desires, 

psychological and physiological capacities, lifestyles and roles" inherent in the senior 

market (Schewe, 1988). The unsuitability of age is reinforced when one realises that 

many seniors relate mainly to younger chronological age groups (Underhill & Cadwell, 

1983; Schewe, 1991) and that older age benchmarks are often simply used as a proxy 

for other more influential characteristics such as lifestyle or financial status.

Dissatisfaction with chronological age has led to a bifurcation in research orientation 

(Burnett & Wilkes, 1985). First are those seeking to replace chronological age with 

psychological or cognitive age. Second are those who have sought to retain 

chronological age as a moderator variable used in conjunction with other demographics 

such as health, income, and marital status.

However, the foregoing discussion should not be taken as proof that age groupings 

within the senior market have been rendered obsolete. Neugarten (1974) forecasts the 

emergence of a new life cycle - the "young-old", 55-75. Just as "teen-age" and "middle- 

age" are relatively recent additions to the life-cycle spectrum, she maintains that a series 

of demographic changes such as falling fertility, lowering of the retirement age, 

increasing affluence, and extended life-expectancy will contribute to the emergence of 

this new age. A similar case for segmenting the senior market into the "young - old" 

(-75) and "old - old" (+ 75) was made by Timmermann (1981), Gillett, Scott & Davis 

(1982), and Schewe (1984). Perhaps the most widely cited proponent of the continued 

use of chronological age has been Lazer (1985). He proposed four age segments, the 

"older" (55-64), "elderly" (65-74), "aged" (75-84), and "very old" (85+ ). In the 

absence of any consensus on alternatives to chronological age, several authors have had 

recourse to his groupings (Conaway, 1991).
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Even the strongest of critics of chronological age segmentation do allow for one 

exception, the "old - old" segment. The age cut-off for this group is invariably 85 and 

empirical research has shown that over 85’s exhibit distinctive consumption patterns 

usually occasioned by physical decrements and contraction in life space (Cooper & 

Miaoulis, 1988; Burnett & McDaniel, 1990).

2.7.2.

Income Segmentation.

The main demographic alternative to age has been income segmentation. Bone (1991) 

notes that discretionary income has been used as a variable in 60% of all the senior 

segmentation studies she reviewed and considers it one of the more promising in terms 

of meaningful marketing implications.

Over optimistic and jingoistic articles have been castigated by Minkler (1989) for 

portraying the elderly market as one homogeneous lucrative goldmine. Apart from 

displaying marketing myopia, they also render the appeals of low-income elderly less 

forceful and may also be unwittingly used to justify Government cut-backs on services 

for needier elderly. Her thesis provides a stimulating expose of the convergence of 

sound marketing practice and social policy. A similar case for income segmentation 

(without the social policy ramifications) has been made by Visvabharathy & Rink (1984) 

based on two broad U.S. income segments, "the well off" and "the less well off". This 

has been successfully employed by American advertising agencies (Radding, 1989) and 

further supported by research in the U.K. where Abrams (1990) and Buck (1990a) noted 

two distinct income segments at the extremes of the income spectrum. The 55-60 age 

group in the U.K. were found to be a particularly lucrative prospect for financial 

institutions as a result of the disproportionate share of assets and savings they control. 

A similar case has recently been made in the U.S. by Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko 

(1989) who depict two broad income based segments, the wealthier, discerning, quality

conscious group, and the price-sensitive less well off group.
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On the basis that "few profitable market segments are built around a single variable", 

Burnett & Wilkes (1985) also suggested that income combined with level of education 

would prove a more discriminating means of segmenting senior consumption of banking 

services than chronological age alone.

2.7.3.

Psvchoeraphic Segmentation.

Of all the alternatives to segmentation by age, the variable receiving the greatest 

attention has been psychographics, although authors opting for this alternative have not 

always explicitly used the term "psychographics". For present purposes, any studies 

advancing self-concept, personality or lifestyle will be included in this section.

Over a decade ago, Timmermann (1981) had predicted that lifestyle analysis would 

prove the most promising elderly segmentation variable in future years. Despite this 

promise, the number of comprehensive empirical studies on psychographic segmentation 

and the grey market have been very few (Sorce, Tyler, & Loomis, 1989). Much of the 

hope vested in psychographic segmentation stems from the belief that, as seen earlier, 

older people become more heterogeneous as they age, hence their interests and 

aspirations should also become more heterogeneous. Psychographics would seem ideally 

poised to exploit this heterogeneity (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979; Wolfe, 1987a; 

Day, Davis, Dove, & French, 1987).

One of the earliest and most widely cited psychograpic analyses of older consumers is 

that of Bartos (1980). Dissatisfied with chronological age, she developed six over 49 

lifestyle types based on an examination of U.S. census and income data. This typology 

was then fleshed out in terms of interests, media and time usage; the "disadvantaged" 

and "poor health" types were dismissed as being of little interest for marketers. 

Considerable attention is devoted to the "Active Affluent" segment who represent 40% 

of all U.S. over 49 year olds and whose lifestyle adumbrated that of the current cohort 

of "baby-boomers" as they approach later mid-life.
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Similar exercises have been carried out in France (Moundlic, 1990) and in the United 

Kingdom (Gabriel, 1990) and again in U.S. (Schiffman & Sherman, 1991). 

Psychographics have also been used to segment American seniors based on their living 

and lifestyle preferences after retirement (Gollub & Javitz, 1989), and to differentiate 

fashion conscious from non-fashion conscious mature shoppers (Greco & Paksoy, 1989). 

Also in the U .S., Lumpkin & Hunt (1989) noted that seniors who were self-reliant in 

terms of transport were significantly different from more dependent elderly on each of 

seven psychographic dimensions they used. Sorce, Tyler, & Loomis (1989) 

administered a comprehensive psychographic questionnaire to a convenience sample of 

418 Americans over 60 years old. Cluster analysis revealed six broad senior lifestyle 

types, four of which bore considerable potential for marketing.

All of these studies yield segments which broadly resemble Bartos’ "Active Affluents". 

While the focus of all eight psychographic studies on the more positive non-stereotypical 

segments of the senior market has a certain intuitive appeal, most lack methodological 

rigour in the manner in which these lifestyle typologies were generated. For example, 

both Bartos (1980) and Gabriel (1990) did not use any form of psychographic 

questionnaire.

In addition to these lifestyle studies, a number of authors have explored the possibility 

of segmenting seniors on more conventional psychological dimensions such as 

personality and self-concept. Towle & Martin (1976) used a self-concept and self

ascribed buying style instrument to yield six senior shopper segments. Klippel & 

Sweeney (1974) and Phillips & Sternthal (1977), felt the personality dimension "internal 

versus external locus of control" would yield promising results in segmenting older 

consumers, a belief supported by the subsequent work of Day, Davis, Dove & French

(1987) and Bone (1991). While not strictly using personality, French & Fox (1985) 

were successful in isolating five clusters of senior consumers based upon differing 

patterns of psychological adjustment to the reality of old age.

One innovative and promising approach to segmenting the senior market has been 

tentatively outlined by Moschis (1992) and labelled "Gerontographics". As its name
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suggests, it is a means of segmentation purposely and exclusively designed for the senior 

market. It takes as its starting point the "inherent multidimensionality" of the ageing 

process that is, that consumers age biologically, psychologically, and socially. 

Differences in ageing along these dimensions, coupled with different living 

circumstances, give rise to a number of senior segments each likely to exhibit different 

purchase behaviours and differing levels of responsiveness to marketing and promotional 

strategies. A definitive assessment of gerontographics must await a more detailed 

expose of this segmentation basis in a text soon to be published by Moschis.

A number of caveats should perhaps be registered to counterbalance the wave of 

enthusiasm for psychographic style segmentation of the grey market. First, few of the 

studies cited are based on large non-localised samples (Lumpkin, Greenberg & 

Goldstucker, 1985; Lumpkin & Festervand, 1987). Most have used small local 

convenience samples (French & Crask, 1977; Gelb, 1980) and some have produced 

psychographic segments without conducting any primary research (Bartos 1980). 

Second, the question of validity which hangs over much psychographic research 

(Lastovicka, 1982) applies equally here. The generation and standardisation of 

psychographic instruments is something many of the authors cited were either ignorant 

of or studiously chose to ignore. Third, as the foregoing analysis has shown, there is 

evidence of selective application of lifestyle analysis at the younger end of the older age 

spectrum (Schewe, 1991). As this younger grouping is generally deemed to be better 

off financially, this selective attention is understandable. However, it leaves open the 

question of how appropriate lifestyle segmentation is to the senior market as a whole. 

The fourth and final caveat has been voiced by one of the most prolific authors on senior 

consumer behaviour (Moschis, 1991). He disputes the value of personality/ 

psychographic segmentation on the twin grounds that personality changes little in later 

life and that older consumers share the same broad lifestyle patterns as their younger 

counterparts.
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2.7.4.

Other Segmentation Bases.

Apart from psychographics, demographics, and income, a few authors have attempted 

to isolate senior segments based on shopping style. Such approaches normally involve 

creating clusters of older shoppers with similar store attribute requirements and buying 

styles. These taxonomies are then related to a range of demographics and, in some 

cases, to usage of product information sources (French & Crask, 1977; Lumpkin, 1985; 

Moschis 1987). In one case, such an analysis was carried out on four age groups in a 

national probability sample - under 59, 60-64, 65-74, and 75 +  . The youngest group 

differed significantly from the two older groups on determinant store attributes while the 

oldest group differed from the other three on lifestyle/shopping and information usage 

dimensions (Lumpkin, Greenberg, & Goldstucker, 1985). A possible alternative to the 

use of a psychographic battery on buying style is a self ascribed buying style measure 

akin to earlier self-concept measures. Such an approach was used on seniors with a 

modicum of success by Towle & Martin (1976) although it has not been developed 

subsequently by others.

A substantial corpus of research has investigated the media behaviour of seniors. It will 

be examined in greater detail later in this chapter. However, some writers in this area 

have ventured the possibility that segmentation based on media/information usage may 

yield viable senior segments. Davis & French (1989) distinguished three senior 

segments based on the attitudes they held towards advertising. In a similar vein Rahtz, 

Sirgy, & Meadow (1989) suggest that older consumers may be divided into segments 

based on the amount of television they view. Using a large national probability sample 

Lumpkin & Festevand (1987) isolated three older segments based on the degree to which 

they used a range of product information sources. Interestingly, they found no 

differences in the kinds of sources which were used by the elderly segments; differences 

only occurred in the degree to which these sources were used.
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Due to a lowering of the retirement age, an increasing number of seniors, especially 

males, are retired. In this light, some authors have sought to determine whether 

employment status itself might prove an appropriate segmentation variable. Tongren

(1988) points out that being employed or retired will affect lifestyle patterns and levels 

of joint decision-making in older households. Fox, Roscoe & Feigenbaum (1984) noted 

that retirement status combined with chronological age was a profitable way to segment 

older telephone users. Finally, Merrill & Weeks (1983) claimed that within the retired 

segment there exist sub-segments based on their attitude towards retirement. However, 

their sample was not representative and the data used centred only on attitudes to camp 

sites. Overall, research on segmentation by employment status is skeletal at present. 

Matters may be compounded in future years if the employed/retired distinction is blurred 

due either to staggered retirement or greater availability of part-time employment.

This fluidity regarding retirement has prompted Bone (1991) to substitute "discretionary 

time" for employment status as one of the more promising senior segmentation variables. 

She claims that it is the increased discretionary time which retirement makes available 

which is more salient from a lifestyle and consumption standpoint than the fact of being 

designated a retiree. A half of the senior segmentation studies she reviewed up to 1989 

used employment status/discretionary time as a variable.

Conclusion:

While few dispute that the senior market should be treated as a separate segment in the 

marketplace, there is less agreement on the most appropriate ways in which to sub- 

segment older consumers. Of the main demographic bases, income appears the most 

promising. The possibility of using retirement as a segmentation variable has yet to be 

widely exploited; its relationship with income suggests considerable promise. 

Psychographic segmentation of the senior market has been attempted by a number of 

authors yielding an array of senior lifestyle taxonomies. However, the absence of 

methodological rigour in many of these studies casts the validity of the typologies 

generated into some question. In the context of the current thesis, the absence of any 

attempt to segment the senior market on the basis of marital status is worthy of note.
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2.8.

Seniors and the Mass Media

2.8.1

Senior Media Consumption

The media consumption of seniors currently comprises a substantial corpus of research 

and merits treatment as a discrete subdiscipline within senior consumer behaviour. 

Some allusion to the main findings of senior media research is appropriate for this thesis 

for the following reasons:

1. The mass media may be viewed as a service, commercial or otherwise, which 

seniors consume. Indeed, in terms of time allocated, it is the principal service 

they consume.

2. As the following section will hopefully illustrate, the media consumption of

seniors differs significantly from that of other age groups with regard to time 

expended, media/programme preferences, and viewing/readership motivation.

3. An examination of the specific media preferences of older consumers is germane

to any study of the product information sources they employ and value.

If one considers mass media in an aggregate way, the older consumer enjoys a higher 

exposure than any other age group. Indeed, with increasing age there is evidence of a 

more substantial and serious use of the mass media (Tynan & Drayton, 1985b). Seniors 

in better health are particularly likely to have high levels of media exposure (Smith & 

Moschis, 1985).

High exposure levels had been hypothesised by early researchers on senior media 

behaviour (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977). Role attrition, physical decrements, increased 

narcissism and reduction in involvement with others - phenomena attested to in geriatric 

psychology and sociology - all pointed to an inevitable contraction in the "life-space" of
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the older person. This contraction was expected to result in greater mass media 

exposure, an expectation confirmed in an array of subsequent empirical research.

However, senior media research has increasingly become synonymous with senior 

television research; television has become the leading medium for seniors (Bell, 1992). 

The weight of empirical evidence supporting this view has been both comprehensive and 

consistent. Television has been shown to be the most talked-about subject among seniors 

(Bennett, 1989), to be their principal leisure activity (Rubin & Rubin, 1982a), and to 

have more time devoted to it than any other mass medium (French & Crask, 1977; 

Davis & Davis, 1985; Moschis, 1987). Indeed, more time is devoted to television than 

to any other senior activity with the exception of sleeping (Moss & Lawton, 1982; 

Fouts, 1989). A large senior sample in San Diego was found to spend more time 

television watching than even young children from the same city (Real, Anderson & 

Harrington, 1980), and in the U.K. older viewers spent 50% more time in front of their 

sets than the average viewer (Hemming, 1988; Bennett, 1990). The import of this 

research is all the more remarkable when it is borne in mind that most of the senior 

subjects in the studies cited would have been in middle age when they first encountered 

the television medium and thus would not have been socialised into any viewing 

patterns; television was "new" for this cohort.

The centrality of television in the lives of senior consumers has been reinforced by 

specific research to gauge the exact amount of time devoted to television watching. 

There appears to be considerable consensus among authors. Clancy (1975) and Davis & 

Davis (1985) both agree on a figure of 5 hours daily viewing, a finding close to those 

of Rubin & Rubin (1982a) - 4.76 hours, Korzenny & Neuendorf (1980) - 4.5 hours, and 

Stephens (1981) - 4 hours. All of the foregoing studies relied on respondents’ self- 

reports. At the extremes of these self-report studies are figures of over six hours by a 

large minority of San Diego seniors (Real, Anderson & Harrington, 1980) and 3.6 hours 

daily viewing by a rather small and non-representative sample of North Californian 

retirement community residents (Kaiser & Chandler, 1985).
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Interestingly, the lowest viewing amounts for seniors have been reported in studies 

which have not relied on respondent recall. A time-budgeting study of Philadelphia 

seniors resulted in a figure of 3 hours 20 minutes viewing (Moss & Lawton, 1982), and 

a study in Los Angeles which metered the sets of three older viewer groups gave a 

figure of 3 hrs 25 minutes daily (Davis, Edwards, Bartel & Martin, 1976). One notable 

exception to these high viewing rates is Davis (1971) who found that 75% of his Long 

Beach sample watched television for only 5 hours or less each week. However, this 

finding may owe more to the small number of respondents used and their high 

educational profile, than to any fundamental disagreement with the mainstream of 

subsequent research. Any residual discrepancies over the amount of television viewed 

is more likely to stem from the methodological reason that variations in survey 

instruments lead to disparate findings. This applies no less in measuring television 

viewership where the possible instruments range from television metres to time budget 

diaries to personal interviews.

A number of authors have sought to determine the times when viewing by seniors was 

at its highest. Most have reported that viewing peaks during what is termed "prime

time" (7-10p.m.) (Korzenny & Neuendorf, 1980; Rubin & Rubin, 1982a; Fouts, 1989). 

Viewership declines after 10p.m. (Bernhardt & Kinnear, 1975) and despite availability, 

few seniors appear to watch morning programming (Davis, 1971; Schreiber & Boyd, 

1980). Nonetheless, overall reach for older viewers during daytime television is much 

higher than for the general population (Durand, Klemmack, Roff, & Taylor, 1980). A 

Los Angeles study which metered older respondents’ television sets found three viewing 

peaks during the day, 11.30a.m., 5p.m., and 7p.m; the latest peak had the largest 

audience.

It is possible that propensity to watch television may be influenced by geographic region 

or climatic variation (Clancy, 1975). Many of the studies cited above fail to specify the 

exact location where the research was conducted nor do they specify the number of 

channels available and the programme assortment on offer.
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From a marketing perspective, any analysis of the amount of television viewed by 

seniors is secondary to the question of what specific types of television programme are 

watched and preferred (Durand, Klemmack, Roff, & Taylor, 1980). Most of the 

research on this topic has addressed this question by seeking to ascertain respondents’ 

favourite programme type e.g. documentary or feature film. It should be noted that this 

is not quite the same as asking what precise programmes are watched, or "what is your 

favourite show?" Two studies which addressed this distinction found notable consistency 

between preferences for broad programme types and the actual programmes watched 

(Rubin & Rubin, 1982a; Davis & Davis, 1985). Davis (1971) reported slightly 

discordant findings from his Long Beach senior viewers whose preferred programme 

types were:

1) News/public affairs

2) Educational

3) Travelogues

while their specific "favourite shows" were:

1) News/public affairs

2) Music

3) Drama.

Despite this minor divergence, most authors have continued to focus on respondents’ 

preferred programme types when researching senior viewing behaviour.

If authors concur on the centrality of television in senior lifestyles, they are equally ad 

unum on the type of programming which viewers enjoy most. Advancing age occasions 

a shift from entertainment-centred to non-fictional, information-centred viewing patterns 

(Wenner, 1976; Gelb, 1982; Rubin & Rubin, 1982a; Kaiser & Chandler, 1985). 

Specifically, news/public affairs programmes have been consistently rated the most 

widely watched and enjoyed (Bartos, 1980; Real, Anderson & Harrington, 1980; Daly 

and O’Connor, 1984; Goodman, 1990). Fouts (1989) summarised the situation as 

follows:
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"Although researchers occasionally categorise some programs differently and use 
a variety of assessment techniques, the appetite for news and information is the 
most documented finding in the literature involving television and the elderly" 
(p.573)

This predilection for television news, especially local news, has been echoed in 

numerous studies which have offered older respondents a selection of programming 

choices. While news is invariably the first choice, there is less than total unanimity on 

the subsequent rankings. For example, Samli & Palubinskas (1972) found travel, 

educational, and music programmes were ranked equal second behind news. Davis & 

Davis (1985) claimed that sports programmes came second. Davis & Westbrook (1985) 

said documentaries were second, followed by films, while Davis, Edwards, Bartel & 

Martin (1976) put games shows, comedies and dramas all sharing second place.

Subsequent preferences after news programming and their respective rankings are of 

lesser moment for this thesis. In fact, many apparent inconsistencies across studies on 

these rankings may be simply due to the fact that there is a lack of agreement on the 

appropriate programme classification system; "documentaries" may be a separate 

category in one study and subsumed under "educational" in another.

Two studies run counter to the prevailing wisdom on news programmes and the older 

viewer. A large U.S. probability sample of over 65’s who kept viewer diaries rated 

news below "sitcoms" and "mysteries" (Durand, Klemmack, Roff, & Taylor, 1980). 

This study seems methodologically sound and any resolution of the obvious contradiction 

between its findings and the foregoing research appears unlikely. Some light was shed 

on the matter by a U.K. researcher who also found that English over 65’s placed news 

below other programme types - in this case "soaps", dramas, and game shows 

(Hemming, 1988). However, Hemming subsequently discovered that news programming 

was the sole programme genre achieving consistently high preference from older 

viewers. In other words, viewers were likely to enjoy one "soap" but not another, 

whereas news programmes of whatever ilk were consistently highly rated.
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Some authors have sought to explain the strong attraction of television news broadcasts 

for the mature audience. One line of reasoning begins with physiological decrements. 

If auditory ability begins to decline, news in printed format may be less inviting. The 

combination of visual and auditory news which television offers can fill in the resultant 

sensory gaps. Also the visual format of the news bulletin - a close-up shot of a seated 

newscaster - is one which those experiencing loss of visual acuity may find less taxing 

(Fouts, 1989). A second line of reasoning is followed by Goodman (1990). He 

postulated five possible gratifications which older viewers might derive from television 

news:- information, decisional utility, entertainment, interpersonal utility, and parasocial 

interaction (with the newscaster). Differences among the older subjects he sampled 

related mainly to the last three gratifications, for example, lower educated over 65’s 

derived strong parasocial interaction, and older females strong interpersonal utility. Of 

course a final possibility which ought not be too readily dismissed is that the preference 

for news may stem as much from aversion to other programme formats as from any 

predilection for news itself.

Doolittle (1979) is the sole author to investigate the correlates of news viewing by 

seniors. Education was positively related to the amount of news viewed, indeed it was 

a better predictor than age itself. An expected negative correlation between news 

consumption and level of social activity was not supported, in other words, media news 

does not seem to be a substitute for a contraction in social intercourse. Indeed, it may 

well be that news media are purposely used to glean information for use in social 

interaction.

If news is the clearly preferred programme genre, older viewers exhibit an equally 

definite antipathy towards other programme genres. Rubin & Rubin (1982a) and Samli 

& Palubinskas (1972) reported a strong dislike for any shows or films featuring violence 

or promiscuity. Davis (1971) found that his West Coast respondents were averse to this 

type of programme as well, however, he ventured the possibility that senior antipathy 

in this area may be partly due to a feeling that one "should" be against such genres. He 

further detected little responsiveness to such youthful themes as romantic love and 

adventure thrillers. A further possibility adverted to by Fouts (1989) is that dislike for
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some programmes is linked to sensory decline. If one third of the light reaching the 

retina of a ten year old reaches the retina of a 60 year old, then it should come as no 

surprise that mysteries and thrillers which carry a considerable complement of dark, fast- 

action footage with loud background music are less than enthusiastically received.

2.8.2.
Senior Viewing Motivation.

The considerable amounts of time allocated by the elderly to watching television and 

their distinctive programme preferences have lead several media researchers to 

investigate the motives which underpin their viewing behaviour. At a fundamental level, 

most seniors, because of altered life circumstances, have more leisure time available and 

an increasing impetus to maintain contact with a world which may be imperceptibly 

distancing itself from them (Doolittle, 1979). At a more theoretical level Rahtz, Sirgy 

& Meadow (1989) examined the three principal sociological theories on ageing and 

concluded that an increase in television use was consistent with all three. To this extent, 

there is a natural logic to senior viewing behaviour. When older viewers are questioned 

as to what motivates their television watching, replies tend to gravitate towards one or 

other end of the information - entertainment spectrum. Results have not always agreed 

(Korzenny & Neuendorf, 1980; Rubin & Rubin, 1982a; Moschis, 1987).

However, studies which have examined viewing motivation at a deeper level have 

uncovered a richer and more enlightening motivational texture. It would appear that 

structured, undisguised questions may not be the most productive research instruments 

in this particular field. The idea that television provides seniors with a "window on the 

world" has been suggested by several authors (Rubin & Rubin, 1981; Davis & Davis, 

1985). According to this view, the benefit of television lies in its ability to enable 

seniors "share the same facts" as the rest of the population at a time when their sphere 

of social interaction may be shrinking. A further benefit suggested is the way in which 

television can divide up the day; certain programmes can act as markers signalling that 

particular activities such as eating, getting dressed, or going shopping, should be
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initiated (Davis, 1971). A further motive suggested in the literature is the desire for 

companionship. Seen in this light, the older viewer is endeavouring to maintain contact 

with the world, albeit at one remove, and thereby experience it vicariously. So, far 

from being a medium of withdrawal, television is desired as a means of social 

engagement (Doolittle, 1979; Real, Anderson, & Harrington, 1980).

The most probing and recondite study of elderly viewing motivation has been carried out 

by Fouts (1989). He advances eight motives in all behind senior television viewership; 

as they encompass all the motives mentioned in the literature they bear repetition:

Information acquisition 

Entertainment

Provides topics for conversation 

Helps schedule activities

Substitute companion. (Could include parasocial relationship with some 

media figure).

Relaxation

Arousal

A cross generational activity (e.g. watching television with 

grandchildren).

While these motives are not mutually exclusive Fouts suggests that the first two are 

particularly salient for older viewers. An interesting development in this connection has 

been the finding by Rubin & Rubin (1982a) that there was a significant relationship 

between both the time of day watched and the total amount watched, and the older 

viewer’s motivation for watching. In other words, older viewers who watch at specific 

times during the day or who vary in the total amount of time they devote to television, 

may want the television programming to serve a particular function e.g. companionship 

or information. Prior innovative research on viewing motivation had been conducted by 

Rubin & Rubin (1981) who sought to determine whether the older viewer’s viewing 

motivation might vary depending on the location or context within which the viewing 

took place. They discovered for example that the principal motive for seniors watching
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television in the home was entertainment while it was "passing time" when in hospital. 

However, while motives for watching varied, programme preferences did not appear 

sensitive either to context or location.

Many of the media researchers cited have sought to ascertain whether or not there are 

any correlates of senior viewership. A positive correlation between age and the amount 

of television watched has been claimed by Davis & Davis (1985), Bennett (1989), and 

Buck (1990b). The correlation had been specified earlier by Doolittle (1979), and Fouts

(1989) who suggest a curvilinear relationship between age and amount of television 

watched with a tapering off after the 70 year age mark, A negative correlation between 

education and income and the amount of television watched has been suggested by 

Schreiber & Boyd (1980) and Samli & Palubinskas (1972) respectively. In the U.K., 

Buck (1990b) discovered a negative correlation with social classification. However, 

despite this, the average "AB " over 65 watches 17% more television than the national 

average. One of the more novel correlations has been between the amount of time spent 

in front of the television set and the viewer’s calorie intake (Clancy, 1975). Such a 

correlation leaves open the question whether television/television advertising is simply 

the occasion or the cause of this higher calorie intake.

On the psychological plain the correlates of television viewing appear less than desirable. 

Those who tend to use television more for entertainment and information purposes are 

likely to exhibit lower morale, curtailed physical activity, financial worry, and lower 

self-respect (Rahtz, Sirgy & Meadow, 1989). They also develop an unrealistic picture 

of how well-off the average person is and, as a result of social comparison with this 

average person, see themselves as less well-off. High viewership thus correlates with 

high life dissatisfaction (Rahtz, Sirgy, & Meadow, 1988a).

In a similar vein, those who watch more tend to watch more "fantasy" type programmes 

(Schreiber & Boyd, 1980; Korzenny & Neuendorf, 1980). The only mitigating evidence 

has come from Kubey (1986). Although high viewership correlated with feeling low or 

discomfort during idle unstructured time, it appeared that the television was regarded 

more as a remedy to counter these feelings than as their cause.
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2.8.3.

Senior Attitudes towards Television.

The centrality of television for older people leaves open the question of their attitudes 

towards the medium. Several authors have examined these attitudes; findings have been 

both ambivalent and inconclusive. For example, Bennett (1989) found U.K. over 55’s 

well disposed towards television while Lannon (1990) claimed the opposite, however, 

neither author indicates the basis for their views. A similar divergence is evident in 

U.S. studies. Moschis (1987) maintained that seniors, especially those who are more 

socially isolated, have more faith in the credibility of television than younger viewers 

while Rubin & Rubin (1982) reported no consistent evidence of any strong affinity with 

the medium.

In some cases, this ambivalent attitude of seniors towards television has surfaced in the 

same piece of research. A large San Diego sample of over 55’s reported higher usage 

and higher criticism of television than any other medium; of all the media, it was getting 

worse all the time (Real, Anderson & Harrington, 1980). A rigorous and 

comprehensive study on this topic has been conducted by Stephens (1981). Her study 

is unique in that it monitored attitudes towards television longitudinally over a sixteen 

year time span and compared senior attitudes with those of the young and middle aged. 

She reported an overwhelming shift towards television by older respondents and away 

from newspapers, especially for older women:

"Television appears to have gained significantly among the elderly, particularly 
among elderly females in its ability to provide the most complete news coverage, 
the fairest and most unbiased news and the latest news quickly. Television 
appears to be the major medium of choice among older adults to-day. Its 
entertainment value and informational credibility among this older age group 
appear beyond question" (p.45).

Considerable weight must be accorded this finding and it ought to be borne in mind that 

any reported tendency by older viewers to be less critical of television than other age 

groups may be due more to the fact that they perceive television as being a social public 

institution, worthy of their trust, than that they are more inherently gullible than other
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sectors of the viewing population.

2.8.4.

Seniors. Printed Media and Radio.

The predominant role of television ought not minimise the role that newspapers can play 

for older readers. The elderly comprise a greater number of regular subscribers to 

newspapers than any other age group (Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984; Holland, 1991). 

They have been found to read a paper six days a week and to spend an hour per day 

reading it (Stephens, 1981); 90% of American seniors read a daily newspaper (Samli & 

Palubinskas, 1972). There is higher readership of papers among over 65’s than among 

the under 35’s (Bernhardt & Kinnear, 1975). Presently, 47% of U.S. papers have a 

regular column on ageing.

Despite the findings in the previous section, some sources rank papers above television 

in terms of credibility (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Schreiber & Boyd, 1980). However, 

these sources relied on previous literature and a non-representative sample respectively. 

They may also have pre-dated the shift away from papers to television noted already. 

This is not to say that newspapers do not enjoy a special relationship with the current 

older cohort. As the first mass medium into which many were socialised, it engenders 

considerable trust (Lannon, 1990). It is particularly valued for local news (Samli & 

Palubinskas, 1972; Goodman, 1990) and for a clearer understanding of issues relevant 

for older adults (Real, Anderson, & Harrington, 1980). There are integral features of 

newspapers which lend themselves to older readers. First, they are the prime media for 

local news, and local news in particular is what seniors desire when their social sphere 

begins to contract. Second, newspapers are a self-paced medium and it has been shown 

that older readers can assimilate information more effectively from self paced media as 

they allow control of the speed of exposure (Botwinick, 1978). Lastly, older consumers 

may be more responsive to the price and coupon type advertising found especially in 

newspapers. Their thriftiness as shoppers has been noted earlier, so newspapers as a 

product information source endear themselves to this senior group in particular.
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Research on magazine readership and the elderly is very scant. Most of it has appeared 

in the sociological journals where content analysis has been utilised to examine the 

portrayal of older characters both in photographic and prose material (Langmeyer, 1983; 

Kvasnicka, Beymer & Perloff, 1982; Bramlett-Solomon & Wilson, 1989; Cohen & 

Kruschwitz, 1990). Other research which has investigated the extent of magazine 

readership suggests levels below the population average (Bernhardt & Kinnear, 1975), 

and while the "reach" attained by magazines among older readers may lag behind that 

for other age groups, women’s magazines in particular should not be too readily 

dismissed as a medium for communicating with older females (Durand, Klemmack, 

Roff, & Taylor, 1980).

The centrality of radio for seniors appears to be waning. In particular it is ceding 

ground to television as the most entertaining medium overall (Stephens, 1981). 

Although an average daily listenership of one and a half hours has been suggested, this 

falls below the levels both for young and middle-aged listeners (Moschis, 1987). 

Indeed, some authors suggest that radio may have fallen below newspapers in terms of 

the time devoted to it (Samli & Palubinskas, 1972). Little is known of the specific 

programme preferences of older listeners, although commercial radio stations are not 

particularly liked (Buck, 1990b) and the most favoured format seems to be chat shows 

(Moschis, 1987).

Conclusion:

This review of the media behaviour of older people supports their being regarded as a 

distinct consumer segment. They have been shown to have a strong predilection for one 

medium in particular, television, devoting more time to it than any other age group in 

the population - this despite a number of adverse effects on their psychological well

being. Within this medium they exhibit distinctive programme preferences, preferences 

consistent with a group of viewers who have more time, increasing psychological 

decrements, and a feeling of being distanced from society at large.
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The above considerations should not obscure the fact that, although seniors are avid 

viewers, much of what they see is irrelevant to them; many programmes are endured 

rather than enjoyed (Davis 1971). However, in the final analysis television would be 

preferred to no television at all. It is also important to bear in mind that, while older 

viewers have distinctive programme preferences and viewing motivation, few 

programmes have a viewing profile skewed by age. Seniors are still a fraction of the 

population and often watch what they do not particularly like (Buck 1990b).

A further caveat should be entered concerning the homogeneity of seniors as a viewing 

segment. Several authors have looked at the possibility of there being viewing 

taxonomies among older people. Using Q methodology, Wenner (1976) found three 

senior viewer "types" differentiated by the function television played in their lives. 

Differences between these three senior viewer types were more pronounced than those 

between similar types in the general population. Day, Davis, Dove & French, (1987) 

found four psychographic segments among their older female respondents, each segment 

requiring a specific media mix. Doolittle (1979) thought it useful to distinguish two 

types of older view; the discriminating type actively integrates television into their lives 

in a controlled fashion whereas and non-discriminating type passively allows television 

to fill up vacant time.

Despite the corpus of research examined in this section, there are still a number of 

questions to be addressed. As they are not necessarily related, a numerical listing is 

appropriate:

i) Researchers have still to overcome difficulties in evaluating and comparing the 

"television offering" available to older viewers. Hours of transmission, channel 

and programme assortments, and the availability of programming specifically 

tailored to older viewers impact both on viewing patterns and on attitudes 

towards the medium.

ii) The possibility that television viewing might stimulate and promote greater 

social/community activity has yet to be investigated. It might do this by
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providing information which could be shared in company with others, by 

showing other seniors’ social involvement, or by simply letting viewers know 

"what is going on".

iii) Fouts (1989) pointed out that time displacement has yet to be researched. He 

asks whether there is a certain "critical amount of viewing time" beyond which 

television begins to displace other activities. If so, what activities suffer most 

and does this encroachment have any adverse effects on the viewer’s quality of 

life?

2.9. 

Senior Product Information Sources.

The previous section anticipated a specific treatment of the sources of information used 

by seniors to guide their purchasing decisions. Clearly, the mass media rank among the 

number of possible information sources available to older consumers, however, they do 

not exhaust them. Some of the earliest published articles on senior consumer behaviour 

featured information sources as a topic of seminal interest to marketers (Block, 1974; 

Klippel & Sweeney, 1974; Mason & Smith, 1974; Martin, 1976; Phillips & Stemthal, 

1977). Since then however, there has been a marked absence of unanimity in the 

sizeable volume of research to emerge (Lumpkin, 1985). The divergence of findings has 

often been due to the methodological difficulties inherent in studying the pre-purchase 

search behaviour of any group of consumers rather than to unique features of the mature 

market itself. Among the principal difficulties are the following:

i) There has been an absence of rigour in gauging the extent of search from a 

particular source. Often an information source has been instanced as being 

"used" by seniors without examining the amount of time devoted to this source 

or the number of brands on which information was sought from the source. In 

other words, the term "extent of search" requires greater definition.
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ii) The question of delineating the parameters of "external information search" is 

also a problem. Theoretically it could embrace an array of sources, from 

hoardings, to television advertisements, to label information. This difficulty is 

compounded by the realisation that external search, especially for low involving 

goods, may not be consciously engaged in, and, even where it is, recall may 

prove a further hindrance to older consumers.

iii) There has been marked heterogeneity in both the sample populations and the 

product categories used to examine senior information seeking. Search patterns 

for an expensive, rarely purchased service will differ radically from patterns for 

a frequently purchased confectionary item.

iv) The use of certain terms has been rather vague. Studies on the use of media 

have variously asked respondents which information source was "most truthful", 

"relied upon", "available to seniors", "helpful", "most influential", in making 

purchase decisions. These terms are not synonymous, a fact which renders 

comparisons rather problematic. In a similar vein, there have been different 

classifications of information sources. For example, some researchers have used 

the generic term "personal" sources to designate all non-mass media sources. 

However, there must be some doubt whether older respondents share the same 

understanding of such a term. For some the term may denote friends alone, for 

others it may include spouse and family.

v) Many studies are non-comparative. Results may indicate senior usage of a 

particular information source but this is not related to usage levels among the 

general population.

vi) The distinction between a medium and advertisements carried by that medium has 

not been sufficiently emphasised. An older consumer may have a low regard for 

television advertising yet derive much useful purchasing information from non

commercial television programmes.
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Lumpkin & Festervand (1987), while taking note of the foregoing difficulties, detect two 

schools of opinion on senior information seeking in the literature. This twofold 

classification will be used in the following section. Firstly because it seems the most 

comprehensive, secondly because its proponents rank among the more respected 

researchers in this field.

The first of these two research streams highlights the centrality of personal, informal 

information sources in senior purchasing decisions. Schiffman (1971) is usually 

identified as the intellectual progenitor of this strand of research. While it embraces a 

wide spectrum of these personal sources, one source in particular, personal experience, 

features prominently. There are obvious reasons for this reliance on personal 

experience. A longer life history means a greater store of consumer experience has been 

accumulated. There is also a certain contraction of interpersonal communication 

associated with ageing which may prompt increasing reliance on the senior’s own 

experience (Hoy & Fisk, 1985).

The range of products, services, and locations in which the older consumer’s previous 

experience proved to be the most decisive information source is quite impressive. 

Schutz, Baird, & Hawkes (1979) found personal judgement to be the primary source for 

decisions on eight different products and services. Past personal contact and experience 

with financial, hairdressing and medical service providers were more important than any 

marketer dominated source for a sample of over 55’s in a U.S. Southwestern city 

(Swartz & Stephens, 1983). Decisions on choice of apparel purchase also rely on the 

"shopping event" itself as the most decisive information source. (Greenberg & 

Lumpkin, 1983; Lumpkin, 1984; Lumpkin, 1985). Such reliance on physical search, 

an integral part of "going shopping", had also been suggested earlier by Mason & Smith 

(1974) and Mason & Bearden (1978a) as a generalised feature of older information 

seeking.

The salience of senior consumers’ accumulated experience extends to the decision to 

adopt such innovations as a salt substitute (Schiffman, 1971), A.T.M. ’s, E .F .T ., grocery 

scanners, and custom phone calling (Gilly & Zeithaml, 1985). This trait is projected to
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become even more pronounced among baby-boomers when they become the "new age 

old" (Schiffman & Sherman, 1991). "Generalised experience" was relied on over other 

sources by U.S. East Coast female respondents to reduce the risk inherent in the 

decision to purchase appliances (Reid, Teel, & Vanden Bergh, 1980). Most of the 

studies just cited report family/friends as the second most preferred information source.

It is also important to stress that heavier reliance on a personal information source does 

not preclude heavier usage of a mass medium source at the same time (Mason & 

Bearden, 1978a). Indeed there have been a small number of studies which have placed 

friends/family before experience as the primary personal information source. Most of 

them however, have been limited to single product/service decisions such as travel 

(Capella & Greco, 1987; McGuire, Uysal, & McDonald, 1988), headache remedies 

(Klippel & Sweeney, 1974; Strutton & Lumpkin, 1993), clothes (Lumpkin & Hunt, 

1989) and healthcare problems (Epstein, 1983).

The second school of thought on senior information sources is generally traced to the 

seminal work of Phillips & Stemthal (1977). The most impressive piece of research 

supporting their views on the primacy of mass media over personal sources was 

conducted on a U.S. national probability sample by Lumpkin & Festervand (1987). 

Presented with eighteen possible information sources, they found subjects using mass 

media more than any other source and more than any other age group. This reliance on 

mass media was attributed to seniors’ more constricted life space coupled with a 

reduction in income which prompts them to survey the media more assiduously to get 

the best buy. Sample sizes and procedures for the remaining studies supporting the 

primacy of mass media over personal sources have been less impressive (French & 

Crask, 1977; Chowdhary, 1989) or simply not disclosed (Clarkson & Stone, 1990; 

Moschis, 1992).

The primacy of the television medium in senior lives noted earlier has prompted research 

specifically on this medium as one particular type of non-personal information source. 

Samples have been mainly convenience and localised. Despite this, reliability levels 

have been quite high. 70% of a small New York sample reported that television was
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a "major source" of information for new food products (Clancy, 1975) and 69% of 

Delaware older respondents said television advertisements were "often/always useful" 

(Schreiber & Boyd, 1980). Television has also been forwarded as the best source for 

information on senior consumer affairs (Burton & Hennon, 1980). Perhaps the most 

convincing work in this respect is cited by Bennett (1990) who reports an extensive 

Marplan Survey in the U.K. in which television was the most "useful and truthful" 

purchase information source for a vast range of products and services.

Research on older consumers’ use of non-personal sources of product information other 

than mass media have been fragmentary at best. Age related difficulties with legibility 

and comprehension have been blamed for lower use of open-code dating and nutritional 

labeling (Reinecke, 1975; Bearden, Mason, & Smith, 1979). However, a more recent 

probability sample of US seniors has shown above average use of product owner 

manuals by older purchasers (Lust, Showers, & Celuch, 1992).

The juxtaposition above of both strands of research (personal versus mass media) on 

senior information seeking is somewhat contrived. Consequently, a resolution of their 

disparate and differing findings may be tentatively put forward. In this respect the 

following observations seem pertinent:

i) When discussing personal information sources (page 83), the expressions 

"personal experience" and "experience gleaned while shopping" were seen to be 

the primary personal source. Such experience however does not emerge in vacuo 

and is clearly formed by a range of mass media and point-of-sale inputs. So, 

positioning personal and non-personal sources as opposites may oversimplify 

matters considerably.

ii) An overly neat distinction between personal and non-personal sources may 

obscure the functional interdependence which both sources share. Specifically, 

the amount of exposure to personal information sources is related to the amount 

of exposure to non-personal mass media sources, but not to reliance on these 

non-personal sources (Moschis, 1987). In other words, either mass media
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information plays an informing role being subsequently legitimised when 

discussed with personal sources or, alternatively, products which are discussed 

with personal sources are more likely to be noticed by seniors when they feature 

in the mass media.

iii) The distinction between personal and non-personal sources may conceal the 

possibility that both sources might be used simultaneously for two dimensions of 

the same purchase decision. This could be the case for a senior deciding to 

purchase a fashion item; normative information regarding what might be regarded 

as "acceptable" clothing could be gleaned from personal sources, while purchase 

information regarding where to buy and at what price might be best sought from 

impersonal sources such as local newspapers. Such a possibility has been 

adumbrated in the work of Kaiser & Chandler (1985).

As with media consumption taxonomies, so too with purchase information usage. Two 

studies have developed broad senior shopper typologies, one based on attitudes to 

advertising (Davis & French, 1989) the other on their shopping orientation (Lumpkin, 

1985). In both cases, taxonomies have been linked to a distinctive range and evaluation 

of information sources. The rationale for taking such an approach has been well 

articulated by Kiel & Layton (1981) who warn against using a single index approach to 

measuring information seeking behaviour. They suggest that the complexity inherent in 

such behaviour may be better served by developing searcher taxonomies.

The foregoing discussion should not detract from the realisation that variables both 

within the purchase situation and within the older purchaser will impinge on the format 

and degree of search. Indeed, Davis (1980) found that the amount of internal/external 

information search for eight different services was determined more by the nature of the 

service (its price and frequency of purchase) than by the demographic profile of the 

purchaser. Similarly, Strutton & Lumpkin (1992) discovered that elderly adopters and 

non-adopters of health care innovations differed in their reliance on a range of 

information sources. They also discovered that different information sources were used 

by adopters of continuous innovations (generic drugs) to those used by adopters of
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discontinuous innovations (self-diagnosis kits).

The psychological make-up of the older searcher will also influence search patterns. For 

example, a strong internal locus of control will be associated with heavy reliance on 

personal experience - external locus of control with the use of catalogues, endorsements 

and family (Lumpkin & Caballero, 1985). In a similar vein, socially integrated seniors 

will both dispense and receive more purchase information than the socially isolated 

(Lawther, 1978) and those who suffer from restricted mobility place more emphasis on 

non-store personal sources than those without mobility problems (Lumpkin & Hunt, 

1989).

Conclusion:

One of the dangers attendant on a detailed review of a specific area of senior consumer 

behaviour such as information seeking is that sight is lost of similarities with the general 

population. Such myopia is best countered in the present context by recalling that the 

range of purchase information sources used by the older consumer is the same as that 

used by other age groups. Differences arise solely in terms of the amount of exposure 

and credibility accorded each medium (Moschis, 1987).

A further danger is that purchase information acquired by seniors may be equated with 

information for purchasing. It may well be that information is sought simply to enhance 

the person’s social value by augmenting conversational possibilities.

Lastly, the juxtaposition of informal versus formal, personal versus non-personal 

information source is purely a classificatory device. It related purely to a question of 

relative emphasis and should not be construed as a forced choice of one at the expense 

of the other.

87



2.10.

Advertising and the Senior Market.

It should be evident that the question of advertising and the older consumer has been 

indirectly dealt with already in both the sections on product information sources and 

media usage. However, this section is devoted specifically to the manner in which older 

people are portrayed in advertisements, the appeals which such advertisements make, the 

models featured, and the attitudes of older audiences to such appeals. The corpus of 

literature on this topic is quite substantial if less than complimentary, especially when 

it comes to elderly portrayal by advertising practitioners. Most of this literature 

however, fails to take due cognisance of the fact that the current senior cohort is 

possibly the first whose lifecourse has spanned an era of mass media advertising firstly 

in print, then subsequently in electronic media.

Both the extent and quality of portrayal of the elderly in advertising is of more than 

academic interest. The amount and type of advertising they are exposed to can have 

significant effects on their own self-esteem and on their perception of the elderly in 

general (Smith, Moschis, & Moore, 1984; Moschis, 1987).

A number of issues stand in need of clarification before this senior portrayal is examined 

in detail. First, the majority of elderly models appear in advertisements for products 

which are not specifically aimed at a senior market. Most appear with models of other 

ages for products as diverse as ice-cream and facial tissues and thus their portrayal is 

formative both of the general public’s image of the elderly and of the elderly’s own 

image of how they should relate to other consumer groups.

Second, the most common methodological approaches in investigating senior advertising 

portrayal have been either content analysis or respondents’ own views of the way in 

which they are represented in advertisements in a particular medium. If content analysis 

is employed, the exception rather than the rule has been to use older judges. Thus, 

while inter-judge reliability may be quite high in the case of two young or middle-aged 

judges, the question remains as to whether two older judges would reach the same

88



qualitative opinions. In the second case, where respondents are explicitly asked their 

views of how older people appear in advertisements in a particular medium, there is 

often not sufficient effort expended in ensuring that they can and do distinguish between 

the medium in general and advertisements carried by that medium. The validity of 

research on how seniors are portrayed in television advertisements for example, is 

predicated on the ability of respondents to distinguish between advertising and 

programme content in the first place. This confusion is often compounded by other 

researchers who ask respondents how the elderly are portrayed "in newspapers" or "on 

television" without first differentiating commercial from non-commercial content.

There has been a wide variety of content analysis studies of the portrayal of seniors in 

such diverse areas as Saturday morning television cartoons (Bishop & Krause, 1984), 

magazine cartoons (Smith, 1979), children’s fiction (Blue, 1978), newspaper news and 

features (Buchholz & Bynum, 1982), drug advertisements (Lexchin, 1990), metropolitan 

dailies (Broussard et al., 1980), problem page letters (Gaitz & Scott, 1975), printed song 

lyrics (Cohen & Kruschwitz, 1990), daytime television serials (Elliot, 1984), imported 

television serials (Shinar, Tomer, & Biber, 1980), and prime-time television shows 

(Bell, 1992). The import of these analyses has been negative in the main; seniors were 

seen as weak, incompetent, and insignificant with declining social status (Range & 

Vinovskis, 1981). With specific reference to newspapers, Buchholz & Bynum (1982) 

noted that "the surest way for the aged to get into the news columns was to die" (p.86).

A common feature of such analyses in the general media and one which is mirrored in 

the portrayal of seniors in advertisements, is the way in which men tend to fare better 

than women by featuring more often and in more complimentary and central roles (Kent 

& Shaw, 1980; Elliot, 1984; Davis & Davis, 1985; Bell, 1992).

If portrayal of the elderly in the general media is less flattering than it might be, there 

is evidence that the situation is improving. Davis & Davis (1985) reported that portrayal 

of older people in television programming was deemed to have improved over the years 

1969 to 1982 by a sample of older subjects. Similar findings were found by Korzenny 

& Neuendorf (1980) whose older respondents felt that they were portrayed as humorous,
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alert, intelligent and active on television. It is interesting to note that both of these more 

optimistic studies relied on samples of older respondents, whereas more negative 

findings have emerged from studies using content analysis by experts. Exposure to 

television may thus have conditioned older subjects to accept what may in reality be an 

unacceptable portrayal of them in this medium. However, one recent content analysis 

by Bell (1992) of older actors in television programmes preferred by seniors showed 

these actors to be wealthy, healthy, powerful, and quick-witted. It also noted a 

watershed of sorts in senior television portrayal in the mid 1980’s.

A comprehensive analysis of the manner in which older consumers are portrayed in the 

media is beyond the remit of this thesis. However, if what is not "on television" is not 

important (Davis & Davis, 1985) and if the elderly are under-represented in this 

medium, this may redound on their self-confidence and in particular on their sense of 

importance as consumers.

Before leaving the portrayal of the elderly in the mass media, it is noteworthy how few 

studies have sought to investigate the rationale or genesis of negative stereotyping of the 

elderly. One possibility is that increased state transfers to seniors are antagonising the 

rest of the adult population (Berger, 1985) whose natural impulse is to seek out 

scapegoats in recessionary times (Binstock, 1983). Another possiblilty is the perceived 

"uselessness" of older people in industrialised societies (Covey, 1988). A further more 

provocative if somewhat polemical reason has been advanced by Powell & Williamson

(1985) who see the middle aged, middle class "haves" endeavouring to deny access to 

societal resources by the elderly. Their ownership of the media means that their version 

of reality prevails on the airwaves. The elderly are simply not part of the "prime 

demographic market", they are consequently relegated to easily grasped negative 

stereotypes on media such as television. Indeed, the constraints of television air time 

itself foster such character condensation and oversimplification.

The portrayal of older people specifically in advertisements has received considerable 

attention in the literature. As with their portrayal in the mass media, conclusions are 

mixed although studies suggesting a generalised negative portrayal outnumber those

90



suggesting a positive portrayal (Whetton, 1990). The former group comprises studies 

which utilised both content analysis and older subjects’ own views of how they are 

portrayed across a range of advertising media. There seem to be two principal grounds 

on which these studies deem senior advertising portrayal to be unsatisfactory.

First, the number of advertisements featuring any older model, the number of older 

models compared with non-elderly models, and the proportion of older to non-old 

models relative to their numbers in the population is disproportionately low (Greenberg, 

Korzenny, & Atkin, 1979; Langmeyer, 1983; Patel, 1988; Bramlett-Solomon & Wilson, 

1989; Milliman& Erffmeyer, 1989; Bennett, 1990; Zhou & Chen, 1992). While there 

are signs that this under-representation is ameliorating (Mandese, 1989; Milliman & 

Erffmeyer, 1989), this omission has engendered a feeling of lack of importance among 

some older consumers (Minkler, 1989) and may help explain why they often register 

poor advertising recognition scores - if they fail to feature in many advertisements it 

should come as no surprise that they find few advertisements to be memorable (Bennett, 

1989).

The second reason these studies find senior advertising portrayal less than complimentary 

concerns the manner or role in which senior models are cast. Clearly, claims 

concerning the manner of portrayal are bound to be more subjective than claims of 

under-representation. A small Long Beach senior sample said that the portrayal of older 

people in television advertisements was "unsatisfactory" (Davis, 1971). Older models 

are also likely to appear less healthy in advertisements than they are in reality (Davis & 

Davis, 1985). A U.K. content analysis of advertisements shown on television over a 

typical week-end found that most older models were cast in a humorous role ( Bennett, 

1989), while another U.S. content analysis of magazine advertisements found that older 

models were twice as likely to appear accompanied by a younger model than to appear 

alone and often endorsed unflattering products (Bramlett-Solomon & Wilson, 1989). 

59% of a large U.S. elderly sample felt they were honestly represented on television 

drama - the figure for advertisements was 40% (Davis & Westbrook, 1985).
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Noting this generalised negativity, Milliman & Erffmeyer (1989) attribute it to a 

combination of three factors:

i) The agist attitudes of younger people.

ii) The way in which older models allegedly make for "poor copy" with negative

overtones.

iii) The possibility that older models may adversely affect the credibility of the

advertised message.

As noted previously, older males tend to receive a more complimentary coverage in 

advertising than females (Langmeyer, 1983; Patel, 1988) and to have role models on 

television who are more fashionable and less stereotypically portrayed (Kaiser & 

Chandler, 1985).

A small number of authors have disputed that the elderly fare poorly in advertising or, 

at least that they feature more benignly than heretofore. Both content analyses of prime 

time television advertising (Dail, 1988) and a sizeable survey of Delaware senior citizens 

(Schreiber & Boyd, 1980) reported a realistic portrayal of older people on the medium. 

They were proportionately represented as active, healthy, and likeable in independent 

settings. This was echoed in the findings of Ursic, Ursic, & Ursic (1986) that over 60 

year old models in magazine advertisements were generally depicted favourably. For 

example, 50% of them were depicted in some work-related role. Kvasnicka, Beymer 

& Perloff (1982) found that the intended audience for the advertising medium tempered 

the manner in which the older model was likely to be portrayed, for example, magazines 

directed specifically at older readers contained higher numbers of senior models and in 

a more positive and active light than magazines directed at the general population.

There has yet to emerge any resolution of the discordant findings on how the elderly are 

portrayed by advertisers. Much of this discordance stems from selecting different
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advertising media, directed at different audiences and subsequently using different 

research instruments to analyse the partiality of this portrayal. It is also clear that 

results will be moderated by the sensitivity of older audiences to stereotypical portrayals 

and the degree to which this sensitivity has been moderated by previous exposure to 

unflattering advertising.

Closely allied to older portrayal in advertising is the question of the optimum age of 

models in advertisements directed at older consumers. The received wisdom in the 

advertising literature appears to suggest the appropriateness of using senior models for 

the senior market (Gronhaug & Rostveig, 1978). The use of such models is unlikely to 

antagonise the general population according to the work of Radding (1989) where 11% 

of all U.S. adults reacted positively to advertisements featuring older models.

It is likely that older consumers themselves bear no antipathy towards older models, 

however, this leaves open the question whether an older model has a more persuasive 

impact on the older person than a model from some other age group. Early research by 

Klock & Traylor (1983) concluded that model age had no effect on the purchase 

intentions of a rather small convenience sample.

The suitability or not of using older models should not be viewed unidimensionally. 

There is evidence to believe that the model’s perceived age is what is most crucial and 

that a variety of factors can influence this. Barak & Gould (1985), discovered that 

older models who appeared with their progeny in advertisements were perceived as 

younger than other models of the same age who had no progeny present.

A case has also been made for distinguishing between the impact of an older model on 

liking for an advertisement and their impact on the advertisement’s credibility. When 

a large sample of Florida seniors was presented with the same advertisement featuring 

models of three different ages, it emerged that the model’s age had no impact on liking 

for the advertisement itself, however, the senior and middle-aged models had a 

considerably higher impact on the credibility of the advertisement than the younger 

models (Milliman& Erffmeyer, 1989).
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A more sophisticated approach to model selection was initiated by Rotfeld, Reid & 

Wilcox (1982). Using a youth-oriented product (toothpaste) and an elderly-oriented 

product (denture cream), they produced six advertisements, using three different model 

age types for each of the two products. When these six advertisements were shown to 

a sample of housewives, it emerged that evaluations of the advertisement itself, of its 

sponsor, and of the product advertised, were not a function of the model’s age but of 

the perceived "fit" between the model’s age and the product’s orientation - elderly 

models per se were not an issue.

Indirect support for this concept of perceived fit was found in recent research by Greco 

& Swayne (1992). Using an "age neutral" product - coffee - they discovered that 

purchases by older shoppers were unaffected by the age of models featured in point-of- 

purchase displays. A similar conclusion was reached by Greco (1988) in a survey of 

advertising executives. Their estimation of the usefulness of older models was 

predicated on a compatibility between the age of the model and the product’s orientation. 

Healthcare, travel, and financial services, had orientations suited to older models; cars, 

cosmetics, and sports goods did not, and so they considered that advertisements for these 

ought not feature older models even when directed at an elderly audience.

Recently, a note of caution has been sounded advocating a return of sorts to the status 

quo ante, that is, younger models for older audiences (Moschis, 1991). He suggests that 

a strong preference for older models may well be more a feature of younger than older 

audiences, that older consumers may in fact like fewer older people in advertisements 

and that this is only to be expected since most seniors have a cognitive age fifteen years 

below their chronological age. This contention supported earlier research by Chowdhary

(1989); a small U.S. senior sample voiced a desire for more older models on television 

advertisements but, when asked for specific examples of the kind of older models they 

would like, cited a number of middle-aged celebrities. This reinforced Greco’s (1987) 

view that the senior consumer’s reference group is in fact the middle aged.

This section progresses from the representation and portrayal of older people in 

advertisements to the appeals most appropriate for advertising aimed directly or
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collaterally at the mature market. One overriding injunction in the literature is not to 

focus on the question of age (Moschis, 1987). For store advertising, this entails valuing 

older customers not because they are old and "should" be valued, but rather because of 

their long term patronage over the years (Gelb, 1982). With fast moving consumer 

goods, a link should be forged in the advertising copy between the product and some 

need characteristic of older shoppers rather than highlighting them explicitly as different 

or deserving. Hartman (1988) instanced "a cereal that lowers cholestrol" rather than "a 

cereal for seniors" as an example of such a link. This policy should also colour need 

driven product line extensions (Radding, 1989). Such extensions should be marketed for 

specific need patterns characteristic of older shoppers - "smaller portions for those who 

dislike waste" -rather than "special models and sizes for the elderly" (Miaoulis & 

Cooper, 1987).

"The message of the "pioneers" of the older market is that age-based strategies
are inappropriate it is usually a mistake to sell products to older people by
telling them that the product is specially designed for them. A more effective 
strategy is to sell them the product by telling them how appropriate it is to their 
interests and aspirations" (Wolfe, 1987a, p.28)

In a similar vein, U.K. holiday operators advertising to older customers have discovered 

that presenting an appropriate and tailored product mix is pivotal. If this can be 

achieved, there is lesser need for concern over the amount and manner in which seniors 

are portrayed (Stacey, 1987). The central admonition is not to single out older clients 

or customers (Schneidman, 1988) but to generate advertising appeals, seemingly directed 

at all, but which "happen" to meet their precise needs (Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984).

A second theme to emerge in the literature is the use of transgenerational advertising 

appeals (French & Fox, 1985; Mertz & Stephens, 1986). Advertisements using this 

technique typically portray an elderly model either using the product with or in the 

company of a model or models belonging to a younger age cohort; it is not uncommon 

in practice for this younger model to be depicted as the senior’s grandchild. Apart from 

the strong emotional appeal which grandchildren naturally engender, these 

advertisements are thought to bolster the older viewer’s self-esteem; they are also 

thought to be highly persuasive.
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A more recent advertising innovation alluded to in the literature is that of reverse 

stereotyping (Davis & Davis, 1985; Gabriel, 1990). This technique invariably involves 

a stereotypical older model engaged in some pursuit typical of some younger, more 

active, cohort. A recent example in the U.K. featured a female octogenarian engaged 

in a range of pursuits from hang-gliding to windsurfing. No definitive findings on the 

impact of this technique have been proffered. At one level, this approach may well 

leave older viewers feeling somewhat chuffed at their seemingly longlived vitality; at 

another, it may insult them by portraying the elderly model as one pole in an 

uncomplimentary bi-polar contrast, all in the interests of creating a humorous impact. 

One possibility which has not yet been explored in the literature, is that reverse 

stereotyping may have its primary focus and impact on the 50 to 60 year age group. 

Anxious over impending retirement and the onset of old age, such advertisements may 

well reassure them that the active lifestyle they now enjoy will persist over coming 

decades.

Apart from thematic suggestions, a small corpus of writers have presented a number of 

pragmatic rules of thumb to the advertising community based on their research on older 

viewers. Greco (1987) advocated the use of simple language and appeals, employing 

a message which links with some event in the senior’s earlier life, and portraying the 

older model as useful, competent, and coping. Similar directions are given by Moundlic

(1990) who suggests concrete rational arguments, featuring models 40 to 50 years of age 

who exude what he terms "soft dynamism", that is, sober activity levels consistent with 

their age. Interestingly, this advice echoes the stated guidelines of the American 

Association of Retired Persons for advertisers: honesty, a clear statement of value, and 

the absence of hyperbole (Wolfe, 1988).

While an earlier section examined the use of advertising as a source of product 

information, there has been scant research on the attitudes of older viewers/readers 

towards advertising per se. French & Crask (1977) found that their small sample saw 

no difference in the credibility of advertisements across the different media. Credibility 

levels were quite high - 64% for advertising in the media in general. Later, in a 

comparative study across four countries, French et al. (1983) reported that seniors in the
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respective countries held advertising in low esteem, although the American respondents 

were less critical than those from the U.K., Israel, and Norway. An increasing distrust 

and scepticism towards advertising by older people is predicted by Dychtwald & Gable

(1990) who predict that the current literate and highly educated Baby Boomer cohort will 

continue to exercise the same critical powers on what advertisers have to say in 

succeeding decades.

The most rigorous and perhaps most promising piece of research conducted on senior 

attitudes to advertising is that of Davis & French (1989). While their sample was not 

a representative one and featured females alone, they did find it possible to uncover 

three distinct senior segments based solely on the attitudes of respondents towards 

advertising. Distinctive profiles and media behaviours were subsequently isolated. To- 

date, they are the only authors to advance the view that attitudes towards advertising are 

sufficiently salient to provide a possible basis for segmenting the mature market.

More fundamental than senior attitudes to advertising is the question of the effects of 

mass media advertising on the elderly. The overwhelming consensus in the literature 

is that these effects are primarily negative. Smith, Moschis, & Moore (1984) found that 

the amount of mass media advertising older viewers were exposed to was negatively 

related to their perceptions of old age, to their own sense of self-esteem, and to their 

views of how older people are portrayed in advertisements. This conclusion was 

confirmed by Moschis (1987) in a review of the literature; the greater the amount of 

mass media seen, the poorer the viewer’s perception of old age in general. In a similar 

negative vein, Smith & Baker (1986) suggest a deleterious effect by mass media 

advertising on senior dietary intake as most of the foodstuffs promoted in the media are 

high in ingredients unsuited to the older digestive system. A further, if less than 

surprising, negative consequence of watching mass media advertising is a reported 

diminution in the ability to filter puffery (Moschis, 1987). Among the less damaging 

outcomes of advertising exposure suggested, are the likelihood of a more economical 

shopping style, the usage of a larger number of salient evaluative criteria, and a higher 

propensity to switch brands (Moschis, 1987).
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A recent development in the advertising world has been the introduction of time- 

compressed advertisements. They are confined to the electronic media and consist of 

advertisements where the sound track is accelerated. Apart from the obvious savings 

in advertising expenditure - a 30 second advertisement can be compressed into 20 

seconds without the viewer noticing - this technique is also thought to increase 

advertising effectiveness. Advertising is a one-way process. In time-compressed 

advertisements, the psychological energy which would normally be necessary to respond 

to a two-way communication is absorbed more effectively by having to concentrate more 

acutely on the accelerated narrative. With a normally paced advertisement, this surplus 

psychological energy might prompt the viewer to seek an alternative, more absorbing, 

stimulus. When it comes to an elderly audience, it is possible that this technique might 

exacerbate the cognitive decrements which they are likely to be experiencing already.

Without researching the topic, Moschis (1987) hypothesised that this would be the case. 

Stephens (1982) conducted primary research on this technique with particular reference 

to its impact on young versus elderly viewers. She discovered that time-compressed 

advertisements were best recalled by the younger respondents, less so by the middle- 

aged, and worst of all by the elderly. However, this elderly recall deficiency was 

confined to selling points and benefits mentioned in the advertisements; seniors showed 

little difference in ability to recall the product type or brand names featured in the time- 

compressed advertisements. Similar results for brand recall in time-compressed 

advertisements have been recorded by Ensley & Pride (1991). Further research is 

needed on the impact of this proliferating advertising format on older consumers with 

perhaps greater attention being paid to the salience of the advertised product to the older 

respondent. This salience is likely to affect recall levels irrespective of whether the 

advertisement is compressed or not.

One promotional activity which may be broadly subsumed under the heading of 

advertising, is direct marketing. Direct marketing is at a more advanced stage and more 

widespread in the U.S. and U.K. than in Ireland, so its relevance for Irish seniors 

remains somewhat problematic. Stephens & Merrill (1984) found that their large sample 

of over 65’s in Arizona were more likely to contribute to political campaigns if direct
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mail was first used to solicit their support. Moschis (1989) claimed that direct 

marketing methods were likely to be more effective in reaching those seniors who live 

alone and those living in rural areas. However, general prescriptions on how to manage 

direct marketing for older consumers are somewhat problematic as senior preference for 

a particular type of direct marketing (catalogues, direct mail, phone) depends on the 

nature of the product or service in question.

This conclusion was confirmed by Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko (1989) in their 

pioneering text on direct marketing and direct selling and the elderly. Older shoppers, 

despite failing mobility, exhibited lower uptake of directly marketed and directly sold 

goods. Their favourite direct marketing mode was catalogues, used primarily for the 

purchase of apparel. Higher income and better educated seniors were more likely to 

avail of such direct marketing offerings. Nonetheless, while seniors ascribe the same 

credibility and reliability levels to catalogue products as they do to normal retail goods, 

the retail mode of shopping is more widely preferred in practice. Their favourite direct 

selling mode was the "Party Plan", typically used to purchase cosmetics. However, all 

direct selling modes were viewed with suspicion.

Davis & French (1991) have been the only other authors to investigate the uptake of 

direct marketing techniques among older consumers. Their results are slightly at 

variance with those of Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko (1989). They noted both high 

usage rates of catalogues - 60% of their large over 65 sample had used a catalogue in 

the previous twelve months - and high approval rates for catalogues as the most credible 

direct marketing format. They further discovered that it was possible to distinguish 

older catalogue users from older non-users on a range of psychographic dimensions and 

readership behaviours. If this holds true, senior catalogue users may represent an 

identifiable and reachable segment for direct marketing efforts.
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Conclusion:

The role of mass media advertising for older consumers has received extensive treatment 

in the literature. While there is broad consensus that older people are receiving more 

benign coverage in the non-commercial areas of the mass media, there is disagreement 

when it comes to senior portrayal in advertisements. The weight of research opinion 

suggests a negative bias in the way elderly models feature; they are under-represented 

and often fill unflattering roles. A small body of researchers choose to disagree, and 

consider senior depiction in advertising as equitable and sympathetic. Some of this 

disagreement may stem from the use of different methodologies to determine what 

precisely constitutes a positive or a negative role portrayal.

The effects that exposure to mass media advertising has on older viewers lends some 

support to those who detect a unfavourable bias in the way advertisements depict older 

people. Seniors who see and hear more mass media advertising enjoy lower levels of 

self-esteem and a less flattering image of older people in general.

The question of which model age and advertising themes have the greatest persuasive 

impact on older consumers has also been examined. While the current advertising 

practice is to employ models 15 to 20 years younger than the target audience, it now 

appears that an appropriate "fit" between the advertised product’s orientation and the 

perceived age of the model is more crucial than the model’s age alone.

An earlier section (chapter 2.5.2.) examined needs and motives characteristic of older 

consumers. Here, it was seen that older consumers shared many of the same needs and 

wants as the population at large. In a similar way, there are no distinctive advertising 

appeals exclusive to older audiences. There are however, a number of pitfalls to be 

avoided in generating advertising copy for seniors such as mentions of age and isolating 

older consumers as a group set apart.
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2.11.
The Financial Status of Seniors.

In a very basic sense, the viability of the mature market segment is predicated on the 

financial well being of its members. To this end, many authors, especially those 

addressing a business readership, tend to preface their articles with an array of financial 

statistics designed to highlight the spending power of this market. Such figures usually 

focus on the aggregate wealth of all seniors in a particular economy, tend to overlook 

different older income segments, and often confuse individual, household, gross, and 

discretionary incomes. However, these presentational shortcomings should not detract 

from the fact that:

"The spending power of the mature market may be one of the best kept 
secrets left in the age of demographic scrutiny" (Lazer, 1985, p .25).

Literature on older U.K. consumers is also replete with impressive financial information. 

Much of the analysis has been extended to embrace the over 55 market.

"The over 55’s are unquestionably the richest sector of the population in 
terms of actual wealth owned, and clearly the elderly are vital to financial 
markets, particularly for savings" (Buck, 1990a, p. 21).

This over 55 segment in the U.K. has been described as the "new nouveau riche", 

owning 67% of all U.K. savings (Kieman, 1986). Both Abrams (1990) and Buck 

(1990b) have stressed the importance of isolating the more affluent over 55’s in 

particular. They outnumber the poorer old by two to one and, while comprising 11% 

of the total U.K. population, account for 50% of all the country’s savings. Property 

assets of the over 60’s in Great Britain have been put at £209 billion (Lawrence & 

Patterson, 1988). The disparity between affluent and less affluent over 55’s should not 

be exaggerated however, since taxation and gift-giving for the more affluent - U.S. over 

65 households spend $819 annually on grandchildren (Campanelli, 1991) - and benefits 

in kind for the less affluent render weekly household expenditure differences less 

pronounced than might be anticipated. Similarly impressive figures have been recorded 

for older consumers in France (Johnson, 1990a).
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Income data on Irish seniors has been rather sparse and, perhaps because published by 

social agencies, has tended to present a less optimistic scenario than seen earlier in the 

U.K. (Whelan & Vaughan, 1982). The National Council for the Aged (1984) conducted 

a study based on the incomes reported in an earlier Household Budget Survey in 1981. 

This showed households headed by over 65’s acquiring substantially lower incomes than 

other Irish households. However, since less than half of the members of such 

households are themselves over 65 and since the majority of Irish over 65’s live in 

households headed by someone under 65, little firm evidence can be gleaned from such 

data on the financial status of the individual Irish senior.

In contrast, the U.S. data is abundant. The over 50’s there hold 42% of all after-tax- 

income and 77% of all household stocks and bonds (Berger, 1985). They also control 

50% of all consumer discretionary income (Graham, 1988b; Schneidman, 1988; 

Milliman & Erffmeyer, 1989) and account for 80% of all savings dollars (Fensom, 

1985) and 60% of retail banks’ deposit balances (Belonax, Javalgi, Rao, & Thomas, 

1991). Focusing specifically on the over 65’s in the U.S., their per capita income has 

risen faster than that of any other age group (Mertz & Stephens, 1986; Van der Merwe, 

1987) and their average asset financial holdings exceed those of any other age group 

(Schewe, 1991) as does their per capita discretionary income (Campanelli, 1991).

This burgeoning wealth of the mature market may well have been a one-off 

phenomenon. From the mid 1940’s to the mid 1980’s they lived through four decades 

of growth and prosperity with property values appreciating faster than ever before and 

social security benefits indexed to inflation. High interest rates have stood their savings 

in remarkably good stead as well (Berger, 1985).

Authors frequently present aggregate figures of senior wealth in an attempt to stimulate 

interest in the mature market. However, wealth is a necessary but not a sufficient 

condition of senior consumer spending, so such figures leave open the question of 

propensity to dissave that wealth. These figures may also obscure the presence of 

pockets of financially needy older people and lull public policy makers into a feeling that 

"the elderly are no longer poor" (Minkler, 1989). This realisation has precipitated a
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more discerning approach by an increasing number of consumer behaviour writers.

Before examining the proponents on either side of the poverty/affluence debate, a 

number of observations are in order. The greatest obstacle to a resolution of this debate 

is the variety of approaches used to measure the income adequacy of older persons. 

Binstock (1983) provides a comprehensive review of the various measures used. They 

include:

i) Using an absolute standard or cut-off. Seniors below a certain poverty line are 

deemed "poor".

ii) Using comparative means or medians. The average weekly income of an over 

65 person is compared to those of some other age group or of the population in 

general.

iii) Using a replacement ratio. A ratio between pre and post-retirement incomes is 

determined so that the person can maintain the same standard of living as before. 

For example, it has been suggested that 60 to 80% of pre-retirement income is 

generally needed to maintain previous living standards (Smith, Moschis, & 

Moore, 1984).

Most studies of senior income adequacy have used the first kind of measure above. 

However, this has still left a disparity of results since different poverty cut-off points 

have been employed, each yielding different percentages of affluent old. A further 

drawback of all three classes of measures is the estimation of benefits-in-kind which 

seniors enjoy. In the U.S. it has been estimated that these can increase the spending 

power of older consumers by as much as 30% (Tongren, 1988). They also vary 

considerably by country and by region, rendering income comparisons rather 

problematic (Tynan & Drayton, 1988a). For example, in a small country such as 

Ireland, there is marked variation in the provision of public transport. In remoter rural 

areas possession of the free bus pass is a worthless entitlement as bus schedules are 

extremely skeletal (O’Mahony, 1986). One further drawback which besets the first two
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types of income adequacy measures above is the question of whether to use per capita 

senior income or senior household income; choice of income type will affect any 

assessment of senior spending power considerably (Tynan & Drayton, 1988a).

Crystal (1986) provides an illuminating discussion of the various bases used to estimate 

senior income. Individual per capita income fails to take account of intra household 

transfers to the older person, it also fails to take adequate account of the economies of 

scale which usually accrue to larger and thus younger households. Such economies 

typically occur for utilities, services and home maintenance. There is the further 

question with individual per capita income of whether to use individual mean or median 

income. In the U.S. for instance, seniors fare appreciably better if their mean rather 

than their median individual income is compared with the corresponding amount for the 

general population.

A fourth type of income adequacy measure has been added to the three cited above 

(Usui, Keil, & Durig, 1985). According to this approach, the three previous measures 

are deficient in that they fail to take cognizance of seniors’ perception of the adequacy 

of their income. The amount of income available, expressed either in absolute terms or 

as a percentage of some other group’s income, is of lesser importance than the 

individual’s perception of that income relative to that of their fellow country man (macro 

level) or friends and relatives (micro level).

A recent and stimulating contribution has been that of Longino & Crown (1991). They 

consider that the financial condition of seniors is best assessed by abandoning all income 

measures (per capita, household, gross, discretionary) in favour of "net worth", that is, 

the market value of all assets minus all debts. Their reason for doing so is that lower 

incomes do not necessarily mean less spending power since assets conceal purchasing 

power not revealed by income alone.
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I

The foregoing discussion on the variety of income/wealth adequacy measures suggests 

caution in interpreting the counterclaims of senior affluence in the section which follows. 

The first group of authors to be considered are those who feel that senior wealth has 

been exaggerated:

"A problematic aspect of the sudden emphasis on affluent older 
Americans as a vibrant new consumer market is that this development 
may have the effect of obscuring the very real economic problems faced 
by the millions of elderly people who do not conform to the new
stereotype more than 15% of elderly people still live in poverty and
among women, minorities, and the oldest old these figures are 
considerably higher" (Minkler, 1989, p. 21).

The quotation above crystallises the views of a body of authors concerned at the 

overemphasis on senior spending power. These authors invariably use one or other of 

the income adequacy measures above in support of this view. Schneider (1976) reported 

one in four elderly Americans was "living in poverty" and Dempsey (1989) claimed that 

30% of all Irish elderly households and 75% of elderly living alone had incomes 

equivalent to that of the lowest 20% of the population. In the U.K. Brearly & Hall

(1982) noted that, despite a wide variation in senior incomes, there was a substantial 

clustering in a narrow band just above the poverty line. A similar clustering has been 

reported in the U.S. by Crystal (1986).

Both Brearly & Hall (1982) and Lyon & Bayliss (1987) have pointed out that older 

households devote a larger proportion of their budgets to foodstuffs and necessities 

where prices have risen faster than inflation. In addition to this, Lyon & Bayliss (1987) 

point out that many expenditure reduction strategies such as modem heating efficiencies 

and hypermarkets may not be either available or affordable by older consumers. They 

also claim that occupational pensions really only benefit those who enjoyed high incomes 

while working and that 32% of the U.K. over 65 males still have no such occupational 

pensions. Waddell (1975) reported that American seniors had experienced "the insidious 

erosion of purchasing power through inflation". As a result, they experienced "relative" 

poverty, a poverty in the midst of plenty, and often more deeply felt than the absolute 

poverty of the Third World:
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"Perhaps even worse is relative poverty defined not only in terms of the 
effect of being poor in the midst of affluence, but also relative in terms
of a much higher standard of living that may have existed previously......
They are poor not only in relation to others, but doubly poor in relation 
to their own pre-retirement years, and this is the cruellest and most 
debilitating poverty of all because an eroded standard of living leads to 
an erosion of self confidence and self-esteem" (Waddell, 1975, p. 168).

In numerical terms at least, the pessimism of the foregoing section is not shared by most 

authors, many of whom see it as perpetuating a redundant stereotype of the impecunious 

old (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Timmermann, 1981; Gelb, 1982; Binstock, 1983; Tynan 

& Drayton, 1988a; Lumpkin, Caballero, & Chonko, 1989). Arguments forwarded to 

refute this stereotype have been quite robust.

After following the income of a U.S. cohort of seniors over the years 1969 - 1975, 

Clark & Sumner (1985) found that both their real and relative incomes had risen, and 

this in a period of steep inflation.

In one of the most widely cited articles on older consumer behaviour, Gelb (1982) 

claimed that the per capita income of the U.S. over 65 year olds was only 7% less than 

that of the general population, that only 6% of them qualify as "poor", and that 

"income" was a conservative measure of senior spending power which should be 

augmented by "accumulated assets". This was reinforced by Holland’s (1991) claim that 

the percentage of elderly Americans below the poverty line was lower than that for the 

general population.

Longino & Crown’s (1991) advocacy of net wealth rather than income as a litmus of 

senior spending power was noted earlier. When they analysed the net wealth of different 

age groups in the U.S. it emerged that the median net wealth of 65 to 69 year olds was 

higher than that of the highest income age group in America, the 45 to 54 year olds.

The data from Europe are no less impressive. Johnson (1990b) stated that there has 

been an upwards shift in the age distribution of economic power in all European 

countries in the last decade at the expense of younger families and that the proportion
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of pensioners living in poverty has declined since the late 1970’s. He does concede that 

the over 75 pensioners remain the "poor relations" but nonetheless, the per capita 

income of the current 65 to 75 cohort is slightly above the national average.

Most of the authors cited in the previous paragraph cite a number of considerations in 

support of their optimistic view of older spending power. These include:

i) The absence of debt and mortgage repayments.

ii) The absence of children in the home.

iii) The removal of expenses incurred in dressing for and travelling to work.

iv) The growth of occupational pensions.

v) The indexation of state benefits to the C.P.I.

vi) The proliferation of benefits and discounts for seniors.

vii) The high levels of property ownership among the elderly.

viii) The benefit of high interest rates on savings over the last twenty years.

ix) The appreciation in property values.

x) The later age of inheritance.

In connection with the last consideration above, it is worth noting that, as life expectancy 

increases, the age of inheritance increases accordingly. For instance, in France the 

average age of inheritance takes place fifteen years later now than in 1968 and usually 

coincides with retirement (Moundlic, 1990). For the U.K. and most developed countries 

the inheritance age is in the late 50’s (Hamil & O ’Neill 1986; Johnson 1990a; Johnson 

1990b).

Whilst concurring that the collective income of the elderly compares well with that of 

the non-elderly, Crystal (1986) cautions that there may still be an unequal distribution 

of this collective wealth among the old. One way of detecting such inequality is to 

determine the mean-to-median ratio. A high mean-to-median ratio reflects a more highly 

skewed and unequal distribution of wealth; the ratio for American elderly is considerably 

higher than that for the general population.

107



In the last five years a number of economists have subjected senior income to a deeper 

level of analysis than before. Specifically, they have tested the Life Cycle Income 

Hypothesis (Ando & Modigliani, 1963) against senior saving behaviour. According to 

this hypothesis, households save during the peak earning years to fund consumption in 

later post-retirement years. This hypothesis provides a model which pictures saving as 

the outcome of rational choice by utility-maximising individuals such that savings form 

a "hump-shaped" curve. After retirement, savings are disproportionate to income and 

this should lead to dissaving to maintain previously established standards of living.

To date the experimental evidence testing the Life Cycle hypothesis has been rather 

mixed. Support for it has come from Hurd (1987) who notes that refutations of the 

hypothesis usually cite cross-sectional data showing that wealth increases with age - the 

older group appear to have greater wealth than the younger groups. Hurd however, took 

longitudinal data and having followed individual cohorts found that, contrary to cross- 

sectional data, older people decumulated with age thus supporting the hypothesis.

The reason cross sectional data failed to identify any such dissaving behaviour was that 

wealthy old live longer than the less wealthy. Thus, over any one time period examined 

longitudinally, the median wealth of all elderly respondents increased, as the wealthier 

old enjoyed a more favourable mortality rate. However, if composition was left 

constant, thus making allowances for the disproportionate number of less wealthy old 

who had died, the median wealth fell.

Stoller & Stoller (1987) have also lent support to the hypothesis. However they do so 

by showing that real disposable income after retirement does not in fact drop. Thus, 

there is no necessity in the first place to posit any dissaving behaviour by seniors to 

compensate for a fall in income. Given such a continuance of disposable income after 

retirement and the perceived threat of future illness there is positive saving by seniors 

and understandably so.

A U.S. study of retirees found no evidence of dissaving after retirement in order to 

maintain previous consumption levels (McConnell & Deljavan, 1983) and thus ran
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contrary to the hypothesis. A similar refutation was advanced by Mullis & Metzen

(1986) who examined the wealth of three American cohorts over 15 years. Total net 

wealth increased, with scant evidence of any decumulation. However, if home equity 

worth was subtracted from net wealth some support was found for the Life Cycle 

Hypothesis.

A further rebuttal for the hypothesis came from Cordes (1990). He asserted that the 

predicted "hump-shaped" saving curve does not appear true to life. Older households 

do not appear to dissave in order to consume all their resources before death. Indeed, 

he felt that there was ample evidence of older people continuing to save after retirement 

in order to bequest to younger generations. In other words, the hypothesis was overly 

rational and needed modification by the inclusion of a bequest motive.

Wallace & Mathur (1990) also found the main thrust of the hypothesis overly rational, 

concentrating exclusively on the fiduciary aspects of consumption. Noting that most 

recent studies dismiss the dissaving behaviour the hypothesis predicts, they propose 

Exchange Theory as an alternative and more tenable rationale for senior reluctance to 

dissave. In essence this theory claims that older people usually become more dependent 

on others as they age, their social relationships thus become more imbalanced as they 

tend to receive more than they contribute. They attempt to correct this imbalance with 

perhaps their main source of power, their wealth. Thus older people are seen to 

exchange wealth for social interaction. They continue to hold on to their wealth as this 

"buys" them greater social esteem from others.

"Within this conceptual framework, an individual can literally be said to 
be "buying" the benefits of holding wealth. Saving behaviour is not the 
postponing of the consumption decision but rather the purchase of a 
specific set of product attributes in order to satisfy current needs". 
(Wallace & Mathur, 1990, p. 91).

A similar attempt to explain senior dissaving behaviour in other than economic terms has 

been put forward by Hamermesch (1984a). He postulated that the crucial determinant 

of the propensity of older consumers to decumulate and spend is not the amount of their 

income and assets but the perceived certainty of flow from them. Those relying on
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oscillating social security payments were more reluctant to dissave than those relying on 

personal pensions. This applied irrespective of the amounts accruing to both groups in 

absolute cash terms.

While the argumentation surrounding the Life Cycle Hypothesis may seem abstruse, the 

debate does serve to highlight the distinction between senior wealth and senior propensity 

to dissave and consume. Most of the evidence to hand runs counter to the hypothesis 

in that it shows older consumers continuing to save. This may assuage public policy 

makers’ apprehension that increased Government transfers to the elderly might prove 

stimulatory or inflationary in nature (Stoller & Stoller, 1987).

Ultimately, any resolution of the Life Cycle Hypothesis debate is contingent upon the 

logically and methodologically anterior question of measuring senior income itself. It 

is impossible to determine whether older people are decumulating their income and 

wealth without first ascertaining precisely the extent of both. Indeed, prescinding from 

this economic debate altogether, it is evident that income measurement itself is a seminal 

if disputed element of senior financial behaviour in general.

The questions of whether to use individual or household income, mean or median 

income, and how to quantify senior benefits have been adverted to above. However, 

there is a further complication which affects senior income estimates in particular and 

this is the problem of under-reporting (Crystal, 1986). Certain income sources tend by 

nature to be under-reported. Salaries, for example, tend to be much less under-reported 

than income from interest or private pensions. Unfortunately, senior income tends to 

be disproportionately derived from those sources which are less than fully disclosed. 

Crystal maintains that if senior income sources were weighted by their respective under

reporting levels, the 1979 total senior income would have been under-reported by 46%.
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Conclusion:

This overview of the financial consumer behaviour of the mature market shows a 

segment whose aggregate means are substantial and growing. Despite this, there are 

segments of unequal distribution so that pockets of indigent elderly remain. Such 

pockets are more likely to be found among the old-old and those living alone. Attempts 

to gauge senior wealth have been fraught with problems. First, there are doubts 

concerning the veracity of the relevant data due to disproportionate under-reporting. 

Second, there is a lack of consensus concerning the basis on which this data should be 

analysed. A further debate persists concerning whether older people decumulate assets 

in the post-retirement years. One feature meriting further research is the salience of the 

bequest motive for older consumers. In a world where offspring are increasingly likely 

to be housed while the parents are alive, there should be a lesser need to bequeath - a 

factor which may impinge on the dissaving debate mentioned earlier.

A connected and fruitful area for future research would be the question of intra family 

transfers and gift-giving. It could be hypothesised that the improving well-being of 

offspring may prompt older consumers to redirect their assistance towards their 

grandchildren. A related but distinct question is that of family loans made by older 

people either to their offspring or grandchildren. They are rarely if ever adverted to in 

estimating the financial worth of the older person although Longino & Crown (1991) 

claim that, after houses, bank deposits, and cars, family loans are their most valuable 

asset.

2 . 12.

Senior Banking Behaviour.

The previous section highlighted the substantial aggregate wealth of the mature market. 

Banks and financial service houses have shown an eager interest in this market and 

currently vie with each other on both sides of the Atlantic to provide numerous if similar 

financial packages specially tailored for seniors (Fensom, 1985).
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Despite the proliferation of such packages, there has been minimal analysis of their 

impact in the academic senior literature (Belonax, Javalgi, Rao, & Thomas, 1991). This 

may be partly due to an unwillingness by financial institutions to release their in-house 

data into the public domain. It would appear that the bulk of this private research 

focuses on senior perceptions of the competing packages, and correlates of those most 

likely to use them - all of which leaves open the more fundamental question of whether 

or not targeting the elderly as a special financial segment in the first place is a 

supportable and appropriate strategy. Burnett & Wilkes (1985) were among the few 

authors to address this seminal question. Their results cast the accepted banking wisdom 

into some doubt. On a range of twenty nine banking and saving behaviours engaged in 

by four comparative age groups, it emerged that most of the significant differences were 

due primarily to income and education and not to age, thus reinforcing the dictum that 

few profitable marketing segments are built around a single consumer variable.

In the absence of more fundamental research such as that of Burnett & Wilkes, most 

authors on the banking behaviour of seniors have chosen to proffer mainly descriptive 

analyses with additional comment on the availability and uptake of credit by seniors 

(Spooner, 1991). In this regard, studies have sought to ascertain how seniors apportion 

their wealth across the various financial options. Overall, it appears that current seniors 

exhibit conservative financial behaviour (Moschis, 1987). A recent U.K. study based 

on Financial Research Survey data found over 55’s to be risk averse, preferring National 

Saving Certificates, building societies and unit trusts to either equities or loans (Banks, 

1990). A similar antipathy to equities in favour of government saving schemes had been 

reported by Buck (1990a) and Buck (1990b). However, the point should be stressed that 

such conservativism is possibly a cohort phenomenon and is likely to diminish when the 

current 45 year olds pass into the senior age bracket (Banks, 1990).

This conservativism is also to be found in senior credit practices. Despite the fact that 

they pay bills earlier than most other age groups (Moschis, 1989), that two thirds of 

them settle interest repayments on time (Mason & Bearden, 1980), with a repayment 

record five times better than the 21 - 24 year age group, they usually find themselves 

discriminated against either by higher interest rates or complete non-availability of credit
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facilities (Smith & Baker, 1986).

This adverse position in the credit market seems to parallel if not to engender an innate 

aversion to availing of what credit facilities there are at their disposal. Seniors seem to 

prefer to pay cash (Ross, 1982; Moschis, 1987) and only 2% of all demand for credit 

in the U.S. comes from over 65’s (Mertz & Stephens, 1986). Antipathy towards credit 

seems especially pronounced in the case of rural seniors (Miller & Petrich, 1986) and 

a cross-cultural comparative study found that 86% of over 65 U.K. males had not used 

any credit facilities in the previous year - the figure for the U.S. was 53% (Lyon & 

Bayliss, 1987).

The sole dissenting voice on this topic has been Moschis (1992) whose impressive 

national sample in the U.S. expressed no aversion to credit as a result of having lived 

through the Depression years. If they did use credit facilities less, it was because they 

shopped less regularly and for fewer high-ticket items and consequently needed less 

credit. But the minority of seniors who enjoy the same lifestyle and circumstances as 

other adults continue to make equivalent use of credit, thus pointing to lifestyle as the 

central explanatory variable for the use of credit and not age per se. Moschis (1989) 

also reported a similar if selective use of credit by seniors; they were as likely to use it 

as younger age groups though their reason for doing so was primarily convenience rather 

than the availability of credit for its own sake.

A central feature of consumer credit is the credit card. Over a decade ago, older 

consumers were noted for below average ownership levels of such cards (Bernhardt & 

Kinnear, 1975; Mason & Bearden, 1980; Ross, 1982). Since then, Lumpkin & 

Greenberg (1982) and Tongren (1988) have reported increasing ownership levels in the 

literature. This increase seems to apply particularly to certain wealthy subsegments of 

the market (Bartos, 1980; Clarkson & Stone, 1990). Despite this trend, an underlying 

thread of conservativism persists in senior banking behaviour. Older customers are 

particularly loyal to their bank (Fensom, 1985) and have exhibited low adoption levels 

for in-home banking despite their mobility and transport problems (Graham, 1988a).
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Conclusion:

The senior banking experience has yet to receive the same scrutiny accorded senior 

saving/dissaving behaviour by economists. This lacuna is all the more remarkable given 

the plethora of financial offerings tailored for and marketed to this sector. Irrespective 

of whether seniors are saving or dissaving, their numbers and their wealth alone will 

command attention and deeper analysis on the part of financial institutions in future.

2.13.

Current and Future Marketing to Seniors.

There is sparse evidence in the literature of any attempt to evaluate current marketing 

practice towards older consumers. There are occasional mentions of how this segment 

has been neglected and some well worn instances of successes and failures on the part 

of particular firms, however, systematic analyses of the performances of those 

companies marketing to older consumers are noticeably rare. One welcome exception 

is Lannon (1990). She discerns three stages or levels into which senior marketing 

efforts may be classified.

First are those firms catering in a basic way for what increasing age requires. Their 

efforts are usually concentrated on what Schewe (1988) labels "repair kit" products such 

as dentures and devices to assist with a variety of physical ailments. Second, are those 

firms who happen to cater for older consumers almost by default. Conscious that more 

people are living longer lives, they choose to target younger age groups in order to 

establish brand loyalty early on in customers’ lives in the hope that it will persist in later 

life. Third come those marketers who deem the mature market a priority target. She 

instances financial houses in particular as examples of firms in this category. A group 

of interior designers who donned tinted glasses to visualise their creations as the elderly 

eye does epitomise this category in both a real and a figurative sense (Stephenson,

1989).
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A point which is rarely adverted to by marketers is that their marketing efforts are 

constitutive of the very market they aspire to serve. Nowhere is this more crucial than 

with older consumers (Moschis, 1991). The product assortments which marketers offer 

and advertise to the elderly affect both the general population’s perception of the senior 

market and the elderly’s own perception of their role and importance as consumers. 

Advertisements for golf clubs and foreign travel for example, will generate a radically 

different perception of what being elderly means compared with advertisements for 

walking frames and hearing aids.

Carmone, Krauser, & Baker (1984) analysed 750 products used by older consumers to 

assess how well they catered for senior needs. They concluded that marketers of 

communications goods (telephone modifications, alarms etc.) were succeeding best of 

all. Next came manufacturers of products catering for physiological limitations 

connected with vision, hearing, and speech. They noted in particular how openings 

remained in the apparel, home maintenance and recreational sectors especially for those 

consumers with reduced mobility.

The foregoing discussion should not blur the fact that the greatest impact of an ageing 

population is likely to be on the service sector rather than on manufactured goods. 

Mandese (1989) found that twice as many service firms as product firms have plans in 

train to introduce specially tailored offerings for seniors.

As mentioned earlier, the literature contains copious examples of what marketers are 

currently offering older consumers. While a complete enumeration of them is both 

unnecessary and inappropriate, some indication of the types of products/services cited 

may point to future trends in provision for seniors. The first grouping comprises those 

goods addressing the physical and mobility limitations attendant on ageing. It includes 

Wedgewood high-rimmed plates to aviod spillage, and rubberised grips for objects 

beyond reach (Greco, 1987), more levers to replace knobs and slower changing traffic 

lights (Hartman, 1988), more low-sodium foodstuffs and special chewing gum for 

denture users (Davis & Davis, 1985; Radding, 1989). While this group of products 

caters for some of the more negative, health-related concomitants of ageing, there is still
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scope for innovative and helpful improvements such as pill cards, over-the-counter unit 

doses for medicines, easy-tear strips on medical packaging (Visvabharathy & Rink,

1983), and more user friendly bottle tops, phone dials, keyboards and handles 

(Dychtwald & Gable, 1990). Greco (1987) makes the point that such innovations often 

involve quite minor alterations to existing products and instances Campbell’s launch of 

a low-sodium, single-serving soup as an example of such a successful alteration.

The second group of products cater for the increasing number of seniors with more 

leisure time and enjoying better health. It includes larger faced tennis rackets for older 

players (Campanelli, 1991), specially weighted Wilson golf clubs (Davis & Davis, 1985; 

Lumpkin & Festervand, 1987), light weight hunting rifles (Schewe, 1989), and ten pin 

bowling competitions for seniors (Visvabharathy & Rink, 1984). Also included in this 

group are male and female cosmetics to counter the effects of ageing and facilitate 

continued social activity (Davis & Davis, 1985). While the marketing of cosmetics to 

seniors is a highly sensitive exercise (Milliman & Erffmeyer, 1989), this should not be 

a barrier to further product innovations since the 55 to 65 age group spend more on 

cosmetics than any other age group (Thompson, 1982).

The third group comprises mainly services. In particular, it includes the array of senior 

"clubs" on offer to older customers. These firms usually employ an age cut-off and 

those qualifying may avail of a range of concessions or reductions. In Ireland, such 

promotions are most commonly associated with financial houses, however, in the U.S. 

they are used by airlines (Browne, 1984), department stores (Lumpkin & Festervand, 

1987; Schewe, 1988), insurance companies (Lycett, 1988), and hotels (Browne, 1984). 

Despite the proliferation of such schemes, there has yet to appear any comprehensive 

evaluation of their impact. Such an evaluation may well be confounded by the fact that 

their primary impact may not be on the elderly beneficiaries but on the non-elderly 

clientele; firms and institutions offering such senior packages may be perceived as being 

more concerned and socially aware by the population at large.

As mentioned earlier, a number of well known failures in the senior market receive 

ample coverage in the literature. The most widely cited is that of "Senior Foods", a
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modified baby food for people with masticatory problems developed by Heinz 

Corporation (Block, 1974; Milliman & Erffmeyer, 1989; Schewe, 1991). Also 

mentioned are Johnson and Johnson’s "Affinity" shampoo for older women (Wolfe, 

1987a), and a special phone directory for older subscribers published by Southwestern 

Bell - the Silver Pages Directory (Schewe, 1988). A common thread running through 

all three failures was that users/purchasers were immediately identified as elderly. 

Possessing the Heinz product, for example, was a tacit admission to fellow shoppers that 

the purchaser was both elderly and experiencing an age-related difficulty. The 

importance of avoiding age-centred communications has already been highlighted in 

chapter 2.10..

It should be borne in mind throughout this discussion that a substantial number of the 

articles dealing with how businesses are responding to the needs of older people emanate 

from the U.S.. To this extent, their relevance to Ireland must remain a matter of some 

conjecture.

Conclusion:

The literature reports few firms operating the marketing concept in a comprehensive 

fashion for older consumers. As a result, the term "senior products" remains 

synonymous with a narrow range of products and services directed specifically at those 

suffering physical or mobility decrements. Companies are showing considerable 

reluctance to countenance the challenge presented by current demographic developments. 

This reluctance may stem either from agism, a pre-occupation with the younger market, 

or a failure to fully research the aspirations and sensibilities of older consumers - a point 

attested to by a number of notable senior market failures. The literature suggests that the 

greatest rewards will accrue to those firms who turn away from an unflattering negative 

image of the older consumer and direct their efforts instead towards a segment which 

is active, engaged and discerning.

117



CHAPTER THREE

This chapter attempts to examine the phenomenon of widowhood and bereavement. The 

material is drawn primarily from sociological and psychological sources. However, 

even within these disciplines, the number of comprehensive works devoted to this topic 

is surprisingly few. Helena Lopata’s "Widowhood in an American City" (1973), Glick, 

Weiss, & Parkes’ "First Year of Bereavement" (1974), and Phyllis Silverman’s "Widow 

to Widow" (1986) number among these few and are perhaps the three most widely cited 

texts in the field. While all three texts are written from a sociological perspective, their 

combined conclusions cannot be said to constitute a discrete sociology of bereavement. 

Efforts will be made throughout to isolate aspects of widowhood and the bereavement 

process which are most likely to impact on consumption-related behaviour.

3.2.

Demography of Widowhood.

According to the latest Irish Census data (Census, 1991) there are 155,656 persons over 

60 widowed. Of these, 123,472 or 79% are widows. They represent 43% of all 

females over 60 and 83% of all widowed females. Currently, over a third of over 60 

widows reside in one of the country’s eight planning regions, the East (Davy, Kelleher 

& McCarthy, 1987). This region is also projected to experience the highest percentage 

increase in its number of widows by the year 2011 - up 9,100 to 44,400. The 

proportion of women over 60 who are widowed in Ireland approximates very closely to 

the situation in the U.K. (Abrams, 1983).

Introduction.
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In the U.S. there are 16 million females over 65. Half of these are widows (Keane, 

1984). The mean age of widowhood is 66 for females (Hansson & Remondet, 1988) 

and estimates of the mean duration of widowhood vary from 14 years (Hansson & 

Remondet, 1988) to 20 years (Ferraro, 1989). The ratio of widows to widowers is 4 

to 1 both in Ireland and in the U.S. (Census, 1991; Lopata, 1973). Obviously, the 

probability of widowhood increases with age; 3 out of 5 women over 65 no longer have 

their spouses, for females over 75 the figure is 4 out of 5 (Rogers, 1982). The 

likelihood of widowhood also depends on the age difference between husband and wife. 

A 55 year old woman married to a fifty year old man has a 54% probability of being 

widowed; married to a 65 year old man the probability rises to 80% (Lopata, 1973). 

Widowhood is likely to increase worldwide as improvements in life-expectancy benefit 

women primarily; urban life seemingly prevents a commensurable reduction in the death 

rate for men (Walsh & Walsh, 1978).

Paradigms of Widowhood.

The significance of widowhood in the female life course has been well documented. 

Along with retirement for males, Stuart-Hamilton (1991) considers it one of the two 

principal factors influencing self-image in later life. Hansson & Remondet (1988) note 

how widowhood:

"signals a most significant and permanent loss. In a striking parallel to the onset 
of an age-related physical disability, it marks the line between not being old and 
being old" (p. 162).

This point has been reinforced by Ferraro’s (1989) description of widowhood as a 

"challenge to the woman’s ontological security".

Prior to the mid 1980’s, the predominant paradigm of grieving was one likening it to a 

form of illness or a pathological condition (Lopata, 1980). In keeping with this 

paradigm, mourning and grief were symptoms which took their natural course but from
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which the bereaved would eventually recover. Grieving beyond this normal course was 

seen as indicative of a psychological disorder. As with all paradigms, there was an 

accompanying nomenclature. Both service providers and peers deemed such terms as 

"treatment", "cure", "healing", "suffering from grief", as appropriate discourse

(Silverman, 1986). Silverman detects three assumptions underpinning this perspective 

on bereavement:

i) Given adequate psychological health, spontaneous healing will occur.

ii) There is a "correct and healthy" way to mourn.

iii) As with any patient, the bereaved ought to seek out relevant professional 

advice on how to grieve.

Agreeing with Freud, Silverman disputes that any "restitutum ad integrum" is either 

possible or advisable for the bereaved. In place of the illness paradigm, she suggests 

a transition model. Where mourners were previously encouraged to sever their 

relationship with the deceased and thereby "recover", they ought instead to be facilitated 

in making a transition and to change this relationship with the deceased. An integral 

part of such facilitation involves abandoning individual pathology and patienthood in 

discussing widowhood. Grief is not an illness but a natural concomitant of such a 

transition which social rituals can facilitate. Disorders arise not because the bereaved 

wife is unable to revert over time to her old self but precisely because she is unable or 

unwilling to relinquish this identity. From this perspective, it is those who cannot effect 

this transition in an ordered way who may cause maladaptive sequelae to ensue 

(Silverman & Cooperband, 1984).

The central import of Silverman’s paradigm for this thesis is that bereavement is not 

something from which the widow returns to the status quo ante. Instead it ought to be 

viewed as a transition which terminates in an accommodation to a new way of living. 

The goal of successful mourning is not to become the same person again but without a 

spouse, but rather to make the transition to being a different kind of person, the
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relinquishing of an old identity and the creation of a new one. It is precisely this view 

of bereavement as a transition to a new identity which provides the rationale for 

supposing that the woman’s consumer behaviour may alter significantly as well.

If functional bereavement is viewed as a transition then, according to Silverman, three 

features of any transition apply to widows:

i) They experience disequilibrating events such as stress or upheaval. These 

should be managed rather than suppressed through psychological 

intervention. This suggests that mutual help programmes among widows 

may be more appropriate than professional "treatment" (Silverman & 

Cooperband, 1984).

ii) They are presented with new roles to adopt and some previous roles to 

be relinquished if a successful transition is to be effected.

iii) There will be a number of broad "stages" identifiable in this transition 

process.

If these three features are conceded, then widowhood, like any other transition such as 

parenthood or retirement, is something to which a woman can learn to adjust. Any 

professional intervention should have as its end the facilitation rather than the reversal 

of this process.

Support for Silverman’s theory has come from Mercer, Nichols, & Doyle (1989) who 

noted how unsatisfactory the parallel between mourning and physical illness was. 

Similar views were voiced by Hansson & Remondet (1988) in advocating a "career 

orientation towards widowhood". They contend that change, adaptability, and plasticity 

are realistic goals in later life:
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"widowhood need not be considered the end of productive life, but rather the 
beginning of a major segment of the life course, and one that should be pursued 
vigorously in order for it to be successful and fulfilling. In this sense it is 
analogous to the circumstance of an individual having to begin a new 
occupational career in middle to late life" (Hansson & Remondet, 1988, p. 166).

Among the more appealing features of this career orientation are that it envisages a 

substantial part of the life course still to be lived, that the widow must assume personal 

control of this period of her life, and that it helps the widow set various objectives she 

might wish to realise over the course of this career.

While the career/transition approach may augur a more positive understanding of 

widowhood, it begs the question of whether modem urban society is prepared to 

countenance and facilitate this approach. A central tenet of Silverman’s thesis is that 

society should provide rituals which would both channel and validate the grief the 

bereaved is experiencing and thus help effect a functional transition to the widowed 

state. In more traditional, closed societies ritual and custom were tailored in such a way 

that there was a standardised and often protracted pattern of mourning; in the true sense 

of the word they were "rites of passage" (Silverman, 1986). Contemporary society 

affords few such coping rituals. There is pressure on widows not to grieve for too long, 

to be circumspect, and "to recover". Public displays of grief are not encouraged; stoic 

acceptance is preferred (Lopata, 1980). Their mourning is an uncomfortable reminder 

to other women of human contingency and of their own impending widowhood 

(Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). Treating the widow as tainted may stem 

as much from society’s aversion to old age as from aversion to death itself (Lesnoff- 

Caravaglia, 1984).

Secular equivalents of the religious rituals to support widows have yet to emerge in most 

Western post-religious societies. In Ireland the need for such secular equivalents may 

be less pronounced due to the high levels of religious belief and practice (Fogarty, Ryan 

& Lee, 1984). In less religious societies the impetus to establish any purely social ritual 

to facilitate the grieving process has been lagging behind demographic change. It should 

be remembered that it is only since 1950 in the U.K. that a majority of 25 year olds 

could expect to reach the 70 year age mark. Such a demographic upswing has caught
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modem secular society unawares and bereft of rituals to cope with widespread 

bereavement in old age (Fennell, Phillipson, & Evers, 1988).

Widowhood is increasingly likely to become an urban phenomenon (Lopata, 1973). This 

is due to growing urban migration in recent decades. The concentration of Irish widows 

in the greater Dublin area lends credence to this observation (Davy, Kelleher, & 

McCarthy, 1987). In developed urban settings, death, dying and bereavement are topics 

society is reluctant to countenance. Consequently, social support and involvement with 

widows are being replaced by the intervention of professionals such as bereavement 

counsellors and social workers. In this sense, both widows themselves and society have 

been disenfranchised from solving the problems of bereavement. Such a development 

serves only to reinforce the illness paradigm mentioned earlier. The social involvement 

with widows, necessary to operationalise the transition paradigm, does not appear to be 

forthcoming (Silverman, 1986).

It should be noted that this chapter deals solely with widowhood as it affects women. 

Some authors have sought to ascertain whether the impact of bereavement was greatest 

on widows or widowers. Ferraro (1989) felt it was greatest on men since for them 

widowhood was not normative. They were exceptions, with fewer fellow widowers. 

In support of this view, Rogers (1982) reported that the death rate for widowers in the 

first four to six months of bereavement increased 140% over that of other men. Apart 

from the fact that widowers are vastly outnumbered by widows, they also have fewer 

intimate friendships outside the spousal relationship to fall back on, fewer widowers to 

relate to - widowers are five times more likely to remarry than widows (Stroebe & 

Stroebe, 1983) - and are less prepared for many domestic chores (Nussbaum, Thompson, 

& Robinson, 1989). In addition to this, it has been contended that women have been 

socialised over the life cycle into adjusting to a variety of competing roles. This fluidity 

should help mitigate the worst effects of the transition to the role of widow (Sherman 

& Schiffman, 1984). Broadly speaking, those who maintain that widowers suffer 

disproportionately to widows may be said to espouse the "Leveling Hypothesis" - as men 

age their life situation deteriorates leveling any gender inequalities that may have existed 

in mid-life.
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On the other hand, Stuart-Hamilton (1991) argued that men fare better since they recover 

quicker than women and do not have to endure the loss of status women suffer on their 

husband’s death. Atchley (1975) was one of the first sociologists to address this 

question. His research showed little significant difference between widows and 

widowers on a range of psychological variables, however, widowers fared better than 

widows on social participation levels and income adequacy.

Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson (1989) feel that there is as yet no definitive data 

which would resolve this dispute. Any such resolution is of minor relevance to this 

thesis since the central point at issue is that bereavement for women is a qualitatively 

different event.

3.4.

The Effects of Widowhood.

As one of the aims of this thesis is to articulate a response by marketing to the 

phenomenon of widowhood, an examination of the problems and effects associated with 

bereavement is of considerable importance. In so doing it ought to be borne in mind 

that widowhood does not usually produce long term negative effects (Nussbaum, 

Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). As a result, most of the problems discussed here are 

transitory in nature. There is also no standardised recovery pattern for all widows from 

the effects of bereavement (Zisook & Shuchter, 1986; Hansson, Stroebe, & Stroebe, 

1988; Wortman & Silver, 1989). In examining these effects, a threefold classification 

suggested by Hansson & Remondet (1988) will be used for convenience purposes. 

Effects are classified as emotional, psychological/social, or practical.
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3.4.1.

Emotional Effects of Widowhood.

The most striking feature of the emotions which widows experience is how varied they 

are. Some widows simultaneously have both a feeling of relief after perhaps a lengthy 

period of caregiving, and a feeling of opportunity as a result of more free-time, 

alongside feelings of utter desolation, anger, apathy, numbness, disbelief, despair, and 

loneliness (Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974; Erikson, Erikson, & Kivnick, 1986; Zisook 

& Shuchter, 1986; Mercer, Nichols, & Doyle, 1989). The awareness of relief at the 

spouse’s passing may further engender a feeling of guilt since relief may not be 

considered appropriate by a society which expects the widow to be devastated. Self- 

reproach and guilt may also occur if the widow believes that not enough was done to 

either diagnose or treat her late husband’s illness.

It is further possible that some widows may not experience grief at all either due to 

previous conjugal conflict or to relief that a long illness is now over (Hansson, Stroebe 

& Stroebe, 1988; Ferraro, 1989). Other emotions featuring in the literature include 

feelings of responsibility, worry, fear, lack of emotional support, and lethargy 

(Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). It is also possible as Lesnoff-Caravaglia

(1984) points out that the widow feels a sense of insult that life can continue unchanged 

after she has experienced such a disruption. For example, some widows found the 

milkman’s call or the postal delivery symbolic of society’s indifference to her situation. 

It appears that this kaleidoscopic emotional spectrum encompassed by grief arises more 

from our nature than from any socialisation process (Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974).

A feature noted by Mercer, Nichols, & Doyle (1989) after qualitative research with 

eighty widows was that loneliness was often compensated for by a burst of creative 

activity. This applied particularly to women widowed in their sixties. It also appears 

that a feeling of independence is one of the more positive and compensatory outcomes 

of widowhood (Lopata, 1973; O’Bryant, 1991). This feeling of independence is thought 

to underpin "reality testing" by widows where they attempt to function independently in
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a piecemeal fashion as part of a protracted adaptation process to the role of widow 

(Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). This phenomenon was reported to the 

author in an interview with an Irish bereavement counsellor. He instanced cases of older 

widows experiencing a compulsion to purchase especially in the early stages of role 

transition. This was a means of both tentatively asserting their newly found 

independence and of self-confirmation.

While loneliness is the most widely reported problem, there is often marked variation 

in what precisely is missed. It could be a companion, an object of love, a bestower of 

love, or a person around whom life could be organised (Lopata, 1973; Lopata, 1988). 

Lopata (1984) claims there are two dimensions to the emotion of loneliness widows 

experience. The first is social and derives from the fact that the widow is likely to feel 

isolated, especially at couple-centred events. The second is more private and stems from 

being alone and deprived of conjugal intimacy. While widows of all ages are more 

likely to experience loneliness and depression than married women, widowhood should 

properly be seen as a correlate rather than a cause of these emotions. For example, 

when Morgan (1976) controlled for income, previous employment record, and family 

interaction levels, she found that widows showed the same levels of morale as their 

married counterparts, suggesting that the lower morale associated with widowhood 

results in part from lower income, shorter employment histories, and lower family 

interaction levels to which widows are prone. In a similar way, Heinemann & Evans

(1990) found that considerable emotional impact was due to the lack of financial 

resources which accompanies widowhood rather than to the trauma of widowhood itself.

Following her comprehensive survey of Chicago widows, Lopata (1973) judged that the 

primacy accorded the nuclear family in urban societies rendered the emotional impact 

of widowhood more traumatic. The modem nuclear family has become increasingly 

isolated from extended kinship as a result of the couple investing more of themselves in 

their own relationship. The severing of this relationship thus becomes more traumatic 

for them, there are fewer kinship ties to fall back on, and progeny who are more likely 

to have established nuclear families of their own by the time they lose their father, will 

be less available to their bereaved mother.
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3.4.2.

Psychological/Social Effects of Widowhood.

When examining Silverman’s transition paradigm, it was noted that role re-definition 

was an integral part of any social transition. A role consists of expected behaviours, 

obligations, and rights associated with a particular position (Krech, Crutchfield, & 

Ballachey, 1962). In the case of bereavement, the role of wife should be replaced by 

that of widow. Indeed, the role of widow automatically involves the relinquishing of the 

role of wife; in this sense it is a decumulative role. Most other role transitions are 

cumulative, for example, the transition to the role of parent does not involve 

relinquishing the role of wife. Describing the role of wives aged over forty (including 

those working outside the home), Silverman writes:

"her ultimate goal in life was to become a wife and then a mother. She was 
discouraged from developing a sense of herself as competent in any other role. 
If she did aspire to a career outside the home, developed intellectual capacities, 
or was in any way assertive, she was criticised, not only by men but also by 
other women. Typically, she accepted the idea that her personal status in society 
would be determined not by her own attributes but by the characteristics of the 
man she married" (Silverman, 1986, p. 23).

According to this line of thinking, women supposedly invest more of their own sense of 

identity in the role of wife than men do in the role of husband (Stuart-Hamilton, 1991). 

Men appear to invest their sense of identity more in their work-related roles. By 

investing so much of her self-identity in the conjugal relationship, bereavement means 

the loss of the primary relationship, the primary role, and a significant part of the self 

(Sherman & Schiffman, 1984). The bulk of Irish sociological data attests to the 

centrality of the role of wife in the lives of Irish women (European Women and Men,

1984).

Socially and legally speaking, the woman becomes a widow at the moment of her 

husband’s death, however, it may take years for her to relinquish her previous role and 

adjust to that of widow. Glick, Weiss, & Parkes (1974) and Silverman (1986) found 

evidence of a "conservative impulse" among many widows who sought to cling to their
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previous role as wife. The prospect of role change was so daunting that even the reality 

of the recent death is sometimes denied (Zisook & Shuchter, 1986).

This problem is exacerbated when the terminus ad quem of this transition is a role of 

lower status. Since the role of wife derives much of its status from the position of the 

husband, the role of widow is consequently a lower status role in the eyes of society - 

"the widow does not do anything" (Lopata, 1973). This realisation may help explain 

why Lopata’s Chicago widows rated the role of wife more highly than married women 

did. To this extent, the onset of widowhood has been portrayed as precipitating a "triple 

jeopardy" effect (Sherman & Schiffman, 1984); inequalities experienced by women in 

society deteriorate with advancing age, they occupy two disadvantaged statuses - 

"elderly" and "female" - characterised by greater negative combined consequences than 

the occupation of any one status (double jeopardy). Because widowed women belong 

to three stigmatised social categories - "elderly", "female" and "widowed" - the result 

is allegedly a triple jeopardy effect.

There is widespread agreement that the impact of the wife to widow transition is greatest 

on middle and upper class women (Lopata, 1971; Schewe & Balazs, 1990). They 

experience greater life disorganisation as they tend to have invested more of themselves 

in roles related to the husband’s occupation (Lopata, 1984). In this sense, what Lopata 

(1988) terms the "back-up" wife suffers most on the loss of her husband.

"The higher her social status and the more she is representative of our modem 
urban, industrialised and complex society, the more disorganised her life will 
become upon the death of her husband. This conclusion does not necessarily 
mean that her life will remain highly problematic or disoriented. In fact, while 
membership of a companionate marriage leads to greater transitional 
disorganisation after the death of the spouse, the personal characteristics which 
led to that type of relationship are likely to serve as a resource for new lifestyles" 
(Lopata, 1973, p.67).

With lower class wives there is less involvement with the husband’s occupation, less 

leisure taken together, and poorer interspousal communication, all of which mitigate the 

worst effects of bereavement (Lopata, 1980).
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In modem urbanised society with self-selective partner choice, middle and upper class 

wives tend to enjoy a more egalitarian position within the nuclear family and strong 

property inheritance rights. When such women are widowed, the role of wife (and 

usually that of mother) is removed and little else remains. Extended kinship roles are 

unlikely to have been salient. Just as the family was small and independent, she too is 

expected to live this way, reduced to a self-maintenance existence (Lopata, 1973). 

"Intimacy at a distance" is the desired end-state; two and a half times as many widows 

in the U.S. lived alone in 1970 as in 1940 (Lopata, 1980).

It is rather ironical that the prominence accorded the nuclear family and the way it 

stressed egalitarian familial life over other forms of social life has, if anything, 

compounded the trauma of widowhood. It could therefore be queried whether liberation 

for women from the extended family has had a commensurate liberating effect on 

widows. In a society where the nuclear family is paramount and independent, the break

up of that family through death is seen mainly as a social problem, "examined only 

through the prism of loss" (Lopata, 1980).

It was seen earlier that the definition of a role included behavioural expectations. In the 

case of widows such prescriptions are almost non-existent and there are no provisions 

in society to prepare the widow for widowhood (Lesnoff-Caravaglia, 1984). Schewe & 

Balazs (1990) have likened widowhood to losing a role rather than gaining a new one. 

Role expectations of being a wife are not replaced by a commensurate set of expectations 

for widowhood (Schewe & Balazs, 1992). To this extent, the role of widow is more 

akin to a role-less role. The etymology of the term "widow" derives from the Latin 

word "viduus" meaning deprived or empty.

"Rather than being placed in a status role of widow, with clearly defined relations
to others, the American woman actually experiences an almost "invisible" status.
She is ignored both by former associates and by society She is lumped into
a single category removed from the mainstrean of life" (Lopata, 1971, p.75).

Whether current Irish widows are marginalised to the extent that Lopata describes above 

is as yet unknown. However, they are likely to share a degree of perceived
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unimportance together with their Transatlantic counterparts - something which may 

explain why the role prescriptions for widowhood appear somewhat vague and why there 

are few if any desirable role models for widows (Silverman & Cooperbond, 1984).

Behavioural prescriptions, insofaras they exist at all, are most evident during the 

immediate postmortem period (Glick, Weiss & Parkes, 1974). At this time the 

behaviour of immediate family and close friends communicates to the new widow that 

she should withdraw from normal domestic activities which they then carry out on her 

behalf. She is also expected to forego bright clothing, accessories, and make-up, and 

to either tolerate or cultivate at least a modicum of social sequestration - all as part of 

a designated grieving process. Determining the appropriate length of this socially 

indeterminate mourning period poses a further dilemma and is itself indicative of the 

normative nebulousness surrounding widowhood. In the longer term, behavioural 

prescriptions for widows are few - keeping the memory of the spouse alive, not being 

interested in people of the opposite sex, and engaging in activities with other widows and 

with offspring (Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinsom, 1989).

The widow is also expected to detach herself from her deceased husband through the 

mourning process while still carrying his name (Lopata, 1973; Lopata, 1980), and to live 

independently (O’Bryant, 1991). In the U.S., Lopata (1973) detected signs of widows 

being faced with a choice of re-marrying or being marginalised. Should they opt for re

marriage, society would prefer they marry within their own age cohort; re-marriage to 

someone from a younger age group was an option seemingly reserved for widowers 

alone.

While role expectations for widows are nebulous and unarticulated, those which are 

discernible in the literature are somewhat paradoxical in nature. They seem to create 

a double bind. On the one hand, the widow is expected to ensure that the memory of 

her late husband is preserved in the minds of significant others, to weave his biography 

into social memory. On the other hand, she is expected to detach herself sufficiently 

from him to enable her continue existing relationships and develop new ones. The 

double bind arises when society also expects her simultaneously to establish herself in
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a new role as widow (Lopata, 1981).

In two separate surveys of Chicago widows, Lopata (1981) found that most of her 

respondents had engaged in "husband sanctification" as a means of overcoming this 

difficulty. This involved the creation of a selective biography, an idealisation of his 

person and achievements. 87 % of widows in her 1973 survey agreed with the statement: 

"my husband was an unusually good man". This process resolves the double bind 

mentioned above. Through re-telling and reliving the past, a selective and sanitised 

biography of the husband is consigned to social memory. Sanctification has the effect 

of compartmentalising the husband in a otherworldly existence, of removing him from 

mortal sentiments. As the husband becomes less the focal point of the widow’s life she 

can then more easily detach herself from his memory and is thus freed to develop new 

relationships and to embrace the role of widow (Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson,

1989).

Lopata found additional benefits of husband sanctification accruing to some widows. It 

removed an ever-present guide or critic of her management of possessions previously 

identified with the late husband. For other widows, it provided a boost to their self

esteem as they reflected on how such a remarkable man had chosen to live with them 

as man and wife. It also gave an air of completion to the unfinished business usually 

associated with death, especially sudden death (Lopata, 1980). For others, it brought 

relief by erasing much of the unpleasant residue of memories of previous conjugal 

conflict.

Lopata also reported societal complicity in this process. Friends, neighbours, and family 

tended to speak no ill of the deceased when visiting the widow. Likewise, eulogies, 

religious or otherwise, perpetuated a highly selective view of the widow’s spouse. The 

age and education of the widow, and the importance she accorded the role of wife were 

significant influences on levels of husband sanctification; older and less educated widows 

are more likely to behave this way (Lopata, 1984). In support of this finding, research 

on a sample of widows under 45 revealed that, if anything, they de-sanctified their 

husbands, progressing from a very idealised view of their late spouse immediately after
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death to a more realistic appraisal by the end of the first year of bereavement (Glick, 

Weiss, & Parkes, 1974). The authors of this latter study forward no rationale for this 

diminished propensity for husband sanctification among younger widows. Perhaps the 

increased likelihood of remarriage among non-elderly widows may engender more 

realistic reappraisals of their former spouse.

Counterintuitively, neither the closeness of the marriage relationship nor the length of 

widowhood were significant variables in determining levels of husband sanctification 

among Lopata’s (1981) older widows. Husband sanctification has the effect of deterring 

widowers from marrying widows by inflating the memory of the deceased spouse with 

whom they see themselves competing (Lopata, 1980).

The role of the deceased husband in the bereavement process is probably more complex 

than Lopata’s selective biography might suggest. A related and possibly more 

fundamental phenomenon is an awareness of the presence of the dead spouse. Such an 

awareness is a feature of the first year of bereavement in particular, though it is likely 

to have tapered off substantially by the fourth year (Zisook & Shuchter, 1986). Feelings 

of the continued presence of the departed husband often arise at times and occasions 

when the couple would have been alone together for example, at meals, watching 

television at night, or around the Christmas period. In addition to these situational cues, 

the presence of the spouse is often conjured up deliberately by the widow for emotional 

solace. A sense of the presence of the deceased husband is cited by Glick, Weiss, & 

Parkes (1974) as one of the few aspects of grieving mediated by religious-cultural belief. 

There appears to be little reason to view this continued sense of the spouse’s presence 

as anything other than a natural side-effect of bereavement.

"Although psychoanalytic theory has held that the work of mourning ends with 
a decathexis of the lost object and a reinvestment of libido in the living, there is 
empirical evidence to suggest that prolonged attachments and the sense of a 
continuing presence of the deceased spouse are common and perhaps to some 
degree represent the norm" (Zisook & Shuchter, 1986, p .292).

A feeling of the enduring presence of the dead spouse is a necessary but not a sufficient 

condition for the widow conducting inner conversations with him. Glick, Weiss, &
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Parkes (1974) investigated this additional dimension to the absent husband’s role and 

concluded that this continued conversational attachment was not incompatible with an 

increased capacity for independent action. This same study noted a further dimension 

to the deceased spouse’s role - that of influencer of the widow’s management decisions. 

This influence consisted primarily in the wife adverting to the spouse’s imagined advice 

and could apply even to widows who did not experience the continued presence of their 

husband, did not idealise his memory, and had never indulged in illusory conversations 

with him.

In conclusion, most studies on the impact of bereavement report a variety of adverse 

psychological and social effects, at least at moderate levels and for a limited time. 

However, in summarising these effects, Atchley’s (1975) conclusions still seem 

pertinent:

"widowhood produces stress on certain dimensions and not on others, and 
theories concerning the effects of widowhood must take this variability into 
account....overarching generalisations about psychological reactions to or 
consequences of widowhood should be made with great caution for both sexes" 
(p. 177).

To illustrate this point, this quotation concluded a comparative study of widowed and 

non-widowed subjects on a range of psychological variables. The widowed were more 

likely to feel older than their age and lonelier than married subjects, but on an array of 

other variables such as self-esteem, depression, and anomie, no significant differences 

were reported.

A more recent comprehensive longitudinal survey over a ten year interval on the effects 

of bereavement came to much the same conclusion:

"Neither bereavement nor the subsequent burthen of widowhood has an 
appreciable long-term impact on psychosocial functioning....Clearly the great 
majority of individuals show considerable ability to adapt to a major life 
stress....an ability we would call remarkable if it were not so nearly universal a 
process" (McCrae & Costa, 1988, p. 138).
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3.4.3.

Practical Problems of Widowhood.

Perhaps the most frequently cited practical problem associated with widowhood is that 

of social networks. It comprises the extent of the widow’s network, problems she may 

have in integrating into this network, and the benefits she derives/requires of it. The 

literature is less than univocal on the extent of the widow’s network and, in particular, 

on the degree to which it may have expanded or contracted as a result of bereavement 

(Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). This lack of consensus is in part 

attributable to a number of methodological oversights raised by Morgan (1984). The 

most prominent of these is the failure to specify precisely what is meant by "contact" 

with family or friends. As an example, Morgan found that widows’ social networks 

contracted when measured in terms of the total amount of contact the widow had with 

relatives. This was due to greater kinship attrition among her relatives. However, when 

contact was measured using the average amount of contact the widow had with each 

relative, it emerged that she fared better than her married counterparts.

Overall, widows appear to enjoy high levels of social interaction and support. 

Compared with their married counterparts, the size of their social network is just as 

extensive (McCrae & Costa, 1988). Interpersonal relationships are less affected by 

bereavement than by the woman’s health status (Greco, 1987). With specific reference 

to offspring, there is a renegotiation of the mother’s relation to the children following 

the husband’s death. They become more important to her. In developed urban societies 

it is more likely that she will increase both her contact level and dependence on 

daughters moreso than on sons (Lopata, 1984; Lopata, 1988). This is in contrast to 

traditional patriarchal societies where inheritance rights rendered the widow financially 

dependent on the son and the son responsible for the mother’s welfare.

The increased postmortem interaction with progeny tends to be more one-sided and non

reciprocal than before widowhood (Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). As 

children become more accepting of their widowed mother’s frailty and vulnerability,
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they may become less cognisant of her social worth. Thus, they may ask her to be 

present at social gatherings rather than be involved in them - a phenomenon which may 

irritate the widow considerably.

While most of the research on widows’ families and support is based on urban widows, 

Gibbs (1985) broadened the scope of this research by including rural widows as well. 

While sample sizes were rather small, she found that urban widows felt emotionally 

closer to their families, especially to their daughters, than rural widows, even though 

they had less face to face contact with them. However, the urban daughters did phone 

their mothers more often. It appeared that the rural widows’ greater personal contact 

with their daughters stemmed more from dependency; there is poorer service provision 

in rural areas. So, a large quantity of functional interaction such as that between rural 

widows and their offspring may be unrelated to emotional closeness. The size of the 

family network did not correlate with the level of emotional support received from it.

In terms of the broader family, sibling support is not widely sought or valued (Lopata, 

1988). Such support tends to peak immediately after the husband’s death, is financial 

and socio-emotional in character, but tends to taper off soon afterwards. While contact 

and closeness with grandchildren was especially valued, the amount of such contact was 

mediated by the nature of the widow’s relationship with the middle generation (Lopata, 

1973). Social interaction with the patrilineal line decreased rapidly once the funeral had 

taken place (Lopata, 1971; Lopata, 1988). Glick, Weiss, & Parkes (1974) have 

highlighted how relationships between widow and in-laws become problematic after 

bereavement. These relationships are no longer based on consanguinity or mutual 

choice; the husband, the critical link between the two, is gone.

Outside the widow’s family circle, the network of friends does not appear to alter 

dramatically. While the bases of these friendships does shift with the advent of 

widowhood, their number remains much the same (Lopata, 1973; Nussbaum, Thompson, 

& Robinson, 1989). Lopata (1984) found that while the number of married friends may 

not change, they are more likely to meet their widowed companion by day when their 

husbands are at work. Lopata also found that friends rather than family are likely to
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accompany middle class widows for such social events as eating out and commercial 

leisure. Lower class widows are more prone to do so with offspring although in general 

their social lives are more restricted than those of middle class widows.

Cumming & Henry’s (1961) finding that bereavement freed the wife to improve her 

status by joining the "Society of Widows" has been widely contested. Few widows 

confine their contacts exclusively to other widows although a slight preference for newly 

widowed friends over older non-widowed acquaintances has been noted. The former 

may be better equipped to help her cope, the latter may remind her too vividly of her 

previous married life.

The fact that most widows are successful in maintaining a circle of friends should not 

obscure the fact that participation in social life presents many problems. Modem urban 

societies are increasingly voluntaristic in character (Lopata, 1988). Membership of 

groups in such societies is more likely achieved rather than ascribed, people are free to 

join or not. As a result of bereavement, widows may lack the psychological resources 

to initiate such social interaction. Indeed, conditioning may have led them to rely on 

their spouses to take such initiative when they were married.

Matters are further compounded for widows belonging to the urban middle class. 

Among the members of this class, social life is more often conducted on a couple- 

companionate basis (Lopata, 1988). Widows perceive themselves as disrupting couple 

symmetry at social gatherings, as a "fifth wheel" threatening the marriages of other 

women. Couples may not wish to mix with someone who reminds them of mortality and 

whom they fear will break down in company. In addition to this, widows are likely to 

be experiencing some financial constraints and to be older (Lopata, 1971). This array 

of social inhibitors may explain why most of Lopata’s (1973) widows experienced some 

difficulty with their married friends and why the friends in return felt the widows to be 

overly sensitive. A sample of young widows had experienced similar difficulties in their 

social network by the time of the first anniversary (Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974). 

Whatever about the extent of this network, its profile had altered significantly over this 

period. Friends most likely to drop out of this network were those whom the widow had
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shared with her husband; younger, wealthier widows whose social lives centred on their 

husband suffered most in this regard. On the other hand, friends whom the widow had 

known from her single days or from her workplace were more likely to remain.

Despite these problems, friendship networks remain important for widows. Heinemann,

(1985) stressed how the widow’s family and friendship networks should not be 

juxtaposed in competition with one another - they are both independent and 

complementary. Family networks are stronger, afford a sense of identity and stability, 

and, perhaps because they carry overtones of duty, tolerate higher levels of dependency. 

This one-sidedness in family networks is borne out by the fact that they are strongest 

when the widow is perceived to be grieving or in financial difficulties. Financial aid, 

where it is sought, is the prerogative of the family network.

Relationships with friends tend to be less one-sided, there is more mutual gratification 

and this reciprocity in turn fosters the widow’s self-esteem. Thus, friends are primarily 

providers of companionship and acceptance rather than emotional comforters (Lopata, 

1988: Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). The size of the widow’s family and 

friendship network contracts with increasing age (Heinemann, 1985).

Lopata (1973) discerned three broad social scenarios among her widowed Chicago 

respondents suggesting patterns of friendship to which widows conform. First were 

those who had been active and mobile as married women. Widowhood occasioned a 

contraction in their social space especially for couple-centred social events. Widows 

with higher education and income were noticeably more successful in overcoming this 

obstacle and in initiating new relationships often with other recently widowed women. 

Second came those who had been living in somewhat claustrophobic and restricting 

relationships. Widowhood inaugurated a sense of liberation and expansion in social 

activity including considerable voluntary involvement. Lastly were those whose primary 

focus while married was inwards on their family. Bereavement had minimal impact on 

their social behaviour.
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In section 4.1. of this chapter it was seen that a sense of independence was the most 

positive emotion associated with widowhood. This emotion manifests itself most vividly 

in the desire of widows to maintain independent lifestyles - preferably in the home they 

occupied while married ( 0 ’Bryant & Nocera, 1985). This is a trend Lopata had noticed 

in her first survey over twenty years ago where 50% of respondents had stayed put in 

their original residence (Lopata, 1971). Her more recent surveys show this trend is 

growing (Lopata, 1988). This desire not to move is borne of the benefits of living alone 

and the disadvantages of a shared domicile. The principal benefits are the discovery of 

being able to manage one’s own life and the satisfaction of living in a building associated 

with times past (O’Bryant & Nocera, 1985).

For most, the alternative to an independent homestead is living with family, usually 

offspring. There is widespread aversion to this alternative. The causes are 

understandable. They include living in a home managed by another woman who will 

resent adult assistants (Lopata, 1971). Children’s behaviour is likely to be somewhat 

foreign to her and intergenerational strains may ensue over the child-rearing practices 

of the middle generation (Lopata, 1973). If the grandmother criticises such behaviour, 

conflict is likely, if on the other hand she represses her disapproval she may become 

frustrated. The babysitting inevitable in such three-generational homes is seen by most 

widows as a service rendered and not as an opportunity to interact with grandchildren - 

most feel they have already served their offspring well and now deserve a rest (Lopata, 

1973). While moving into the home of offspring is deemed a drop in status, having to 

move into the home of siblings is considered even more humiliating.

It should be remembered that most of the findings reported in the previous section were 

based on survey data from American urban widows. These surveys are the most 

comprehensive and rigorous in the sociological literature. However, generalisations to 

other populations of widows should be treated with caution. As an example, Grundy

(1987) found that widowhood was a good predictor of not moving house in 1971 in the 

U.K., a finding consistent with American research. By 1981 however, this had ceased 

to apply and there was a substantial in-migration of widows particularly to the South 

Coast of England. So, while these widows have a preference for independent living,
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there is no sign o f any aversion to moving.

Apart from the central questions of whether to live alone and how to structure social life 

after bereavement, the widow will also be faced with a number of pragmatic issues to 

be resolved. Ironically, it is precisely when the widow is experiencing her greatest 

moment of distress that she is expected to deal with such matters as arranging a funeral 

or organising her financial situation - areas where she may well have no previous 

experience. This difficulty is compounded by the fact that the recently widowed are 

unlikely to know what they should or should not expect of others and what others expect 

of them (Lesnoff-Caravaglia, 1984).

Most of the literature reviewed employed recall questions when gauging the assistance 

sought/proffered to widows by kinship and friendship groups. However, the ability of 

widows to recall accurately who had assisted them during a period such as bereavement 

is probably less than optimum (Lopata, 1973). Despite this shortcoming, a number of 

authors have sought to determine who assisted the widow and in what areas. Widows 

are likely to receive advice from a number of different sources giving rise to unhelpful 

and often contradictory advice (Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). A 

bereavement counsellor instanced to the author examples of widows soliciting advice 

from all quarters in a somewhat frenetic fashion and paradoxically resenting this advice 

at the same time. Even widows with meagre financial inheritances complained of strain 

caused by contradictory advice from relations and friends (Lopata, 1973). These same 

widows cited instances of being "cheated" by acquaintances and duped by salesmen 

offering packages which were not needed; 39% agreed that: "people take advantage of 

you when they know you are a widow".

Despite the obvious need widows have for advice, there is scant evidence of their 

receiving extensive material or financial support from any quarter. After examining the 

inflow/outflow of a range of goods and finances from the homes of urban widows, 

Lopata (1988) concluded that widows were in fact net dispensers of goods and funds; 

offspring, grandchildren, and organisations were the main beneficiaries. Those items 

that were received by the widow from others were received in gender-typical fashion.
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Daughters were more active in such areas as shopping and housekeeping, sons in such 

areas as home repair, cars, and "decisions".

Looking specifically at economic assistance:

"the rate of self-sufficiency in widowhood is surprisingly high when it comes to 
finances" (Lopata, 1973, p. 108).

There is little evidence of economic support either in the form of borrowing or donations 

in the postmortem period (Lopata, 1980). In her 1973 survey, Lopata found that family 

members had given only 22% of widows any form of financial assistance. Lopata 

hypothesised that financial sufficiency at the time of bereavement makes offspring 

assume that their mother subsequently has few financial needs. As a result, the widow 

is left to cope alone.

If financial support is not proffered, neither is it sought (Lopata, 1980). Widows are 

seemingly averse to seeking economic assistance from their offspring. As seen earlier, 

their relationship with their children is of paramount importance and most would prefer 

to do without rather than risk tarnishing it through financial dependency (Lopata, 1973).

3.5.

Variables Mediating the Impact of Widowhood.

The analysis of widowhood so far suggests marked variability in the way in which 

bereavement affects different groups of women. This section attempts to isolate the 

principal variables which mediate the relationship between widowhood and some of its 

more deleterious effects. Ferraro (1989) claimed that supportive social networks can 

mitigate some of the more adverse effects of bereavement. This "Buffering Hypothesis" 

holds especially true when the networks in question are homogeneous and strong such 

as groups of other widows. Vachon et al.(1982) found level of social support to be the 

most significant predictor of distress one month after bereavement.
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However, in addition to social networks, there are also a number of demographic 

factors, alluded to already, which appear to mediate some of the effects of bereavement. 

Education in particular seems to play a pivotal role (Lopata, 1980; Lopata, 1988; Stuart- 

Hamilton, 1991). Higher levels of education are found among middle and upper class 

women, women in modem egalitarian marriages and thus more likely to be intimately 

involved in their husband’s career. In an anomalous fashion their educational status 

predisposes them to marriages where widowhood will be most acutely felt, yet this same 

education equips them with the analytical and planning skills and the flexible outlook 

vital for social re-engagement (Heinemann & Evans, 1990). Higher educated middle 

class widows also tend to enjoy higher levels of financial security and are more likely 

to have discussed their future financial status while their husband was alive (O’Bryant, 

1990).

The drop in income usually attendant on widowhood has been cited by many authors as 

either a correlate (Morgan, 1976; Gibbs, 1985; Stuart-Hamilton, 1991) or the actual 

cause (Atchley, 1975) of the reduced morale widows enjoy. One further demographic 

variable to surface in the literature recently is employment history. O’Bryant (1991) 

found that the length of the woman’s employment before bereavement was the sole 

predictor of her well-being and life-satisfaction in widowhood.

On a more psychological plain, the widow’s personality and in particular whether she 

possesses an internal or external locus of control has been found to correlate with her 

success in adjusting to widowhood (Hass-Hawkings, Sangster, Ziegler, & Reid, 1985; 

Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domittner, 1988; Stuart-Hamilton, 1991).

One mediating variable, difficult to classify, but which has been widely studied in 

sociological research is rehearsal and/or anticipatory grieving (Hansson & Remondet, 

1988). First coined by Lindemann (1944), anticipatory grief denotes the capacity to 

experience grief and come to terms with loss before the loss actually occurs. In practice 

such rehearsal could involve a married woman trying to visualise what her life as a 

widow would be like, discussing her future welfare with her ailing husband, learning to 

drive so that she will be independent if her husband pre-deceases her, or assuming
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greater control over the payment of household bills.

Anticipatory grieving is more likely to occur in married women who are better educated 

and living in relationships which might be termed frank and open. If the husband’s 

condition is chronic, she may begin to experience grief over a loss which she sees as 

inevitable and proximate. Obviously, anticipatory grief may be present in both the dying 

person and the survivor to be. Anticipatory grief is normally measured either by asking 

the length of the spouse’s illness or by asking the amount of forewarning the bereaved 

had (O’Bryant, 1990). The majority of studies report that forewarning of the husband’s 

death has a salutary effect on the adequacy and nature of adjustment to widowhood 

(Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974; Lopata, 1984). This salutary effect is thought to shorten 

rather than lessen the widow’s grief (Nussbaum, Thompson, & Robinson, 1989). No 

investigation of conjugal bereavement has found that adjustment to widowhood was 

poorer when the wife had been forewarned.

Glick, Weiss, & Parkes (1974) found that 18% of their sample of young widows had 

discussed their impending bereavement with their spouses. However, a higher 

percentage reported isolated instances of the husband making fleeting references to wills 

and insurance policies without explicit mention of his imminent death. The emotional 

impact of such references was often mitigated by disguising them as banter. For the 

purposes of this thesis, the research conducted by O’Bryant (1990) is of considerable 

importance. She hypothesised that widows who had forewarning of their spouse’s death 

would be more likely to have discussed financial, pension, insurance, transportation, and 

accomodation matters with their husband. In a survey of 300 U.S. widows aged over 

60, she discovered that forewarning of an impending death made discussions on all five 

topics more likely. She also discovered that both forewarning of death and prior 

discussion on financial matters each improved the wife’s postmortem well-being and 

facilitated her adjustment to widowhood.

The widowed respondents did however report that they found initiating discussions on 

such mundane matters as finance rather difficult in the light of the husband’s impending 

death. No research has examined the possibility of financial discussions with persons
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other than the husband before bereavement. Preliminary discussions with a bereavement 

counsellor suggested that a feeling of betraying the dying husband would inhibit such 

behaviour. O’Bryant (1990) also found a linear relationship between the amount of 

forewarning and subsequent adaptation to widowhood. This ran counter to the earlier 

work of Heinemann & Evans (1990) who forwarded a curvilinear relationship where 

ability to cope with bereavement was lowest in those who had been widowed suddenly 

and those widowed after a long protracted illness. Widows with a moderate preparation 

time fared best. In the light of previous remarks on the importance of the widow’s 

educational level, it is noteworthy that respondents in the O’Bryant (1990) study with 

higher education were more likely to discuss future finances whether or not the 

husband’s death was impending.

3.6.

Stages of Widowhood.

The purpose of this section is to examine the possibility of phases or broad stages in the 

grieving process. It should be obvious at this juncture that any such generalisations are 

highly speculative and prone to marked variation:

"The treatment of role losses such as widowhood as unitary phenomena with 
similar outcomes for individuals in widely divergent situations needs to be called 
seriously into question" (Morgan, 1976, p .694).

One reason for the dearth of systematic longitudinal research into possible stages of 

widowhood has been the tendency to focus exclusively on the first two years of 

bereavement (McCrae & Costa, 1988). This is understandable since the widow’s needs 

are most acute in this period, however, it does preclude the opportunity to develop a 

more comparative and developmental perspective.

Those few authors to address this question are unanimous that the first month or so of 

bereavement is characterised by total shock and numbness coupled with disbelief that the 

spouse is dead (Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974; Kimmel, 1990). There is a feeling that
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the recent death cannot be grasped, coupled with periods of momentary forgetfulness of 

what has happened; Zisook & Shuchter (1986) found 42% of their respondents still 

denying the loss of their spouse one month after bereavement. There are also wave 

attacks of yearning, distress, and futility, with associated symptoms of insomnia, aches, 

and irritability. Strenuous effort is expended in attempting to inhibit public expression 

of grief "for the sake of others"; such expressions might imperil interaction with those 

around them.

Worries of not being able to cope, of having a breakdown, are prominent; such fantasies 

are typically warded off by attempts to assert control and independence as instanced by 

Glick, Weiss, & Parkes’ (1974) study where one widow had deliberately painted a room 

in her house to prove this point. The deceased spouse is often felt to be present and 

may engender a reluctance to alter certain behaviour patterns, for example, setting an 

additional place at table or continuing to cook the same amounts of food (Lopata, 1973). 

This initial phase of numbness has the effect of protecting the bereaved from a full 

realisation of what has happened and of inuring her to her altered role (Heinemann & 

Evans, 1990).

Following this first stage, there follows what Kimmel (1990) labels an "intermediate" 

phase which normally lasts until the end of the first year and is characterised by a 

tableau of emotions and behaviours. Heinemann & Evans (1990) note five main features 

of this stage:

i) Physical/somatic distress. For example,

sighing, digestive upsets and exhaustion.

ii) A pre-occupation with the image of the lost spouse.

iii) A feeling of guilt.

iv) Hostility/anomie.
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v) Loss o f patterned conduct.

In a study of the first year of widowhood, Glick, Weiss, & Parkes (1974) maintained 

that the second factor above - the constant presence of the spouse - was the sole feature 

associated with bereavement not to diminish over the first year. Indeed, this presence 

was often deliberately conjured up to provide emotional solace during this period.

The anomie and hostility referred to in item four above may stem from a realisation that 

no-one can really take the place of the widow in the central task of grieving - divesting 

oneself of a redundant identity and effecting a transition to a new one (Lopata, 1984). 

There is also repetitious and obsessional reviewing of the spouse’s illness and death both 

in reverie and conversation, accompanied by an attempt to make sense of his passing 

(Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974). The deceased is still felt to be present and many 

widows report "a pull back to the bedroom he died in" (Kimmel, 1990). Sadness and 

anxiety persist and perceived (not actual) health status declines (Heinemann & Evans,

1990). However, much of the affective and symptomatic distress of the early months 

have significantly diminished by the end of this first year (Zisook & Shuchter, 1986).

The third phase is variously referred to as the "recovery" (an unfortunate term in the 

light of the deficiencies of the "illness" paradigm noted earlier) or "adaptation" phase 

and is thought to begin roughly one year after bereavement. As these titles suggest, the 

widow is seen as rebuilding social integration and re-negotiating family roles. There is 

a conscious decision of sorts to proceed with life and increase involvement (Kimmel,

1990). Older widows also become highly reliant on their daughters at this stage 

(Heinemann & Evans, 1990).

These three phases are best seen as benchmarks rather than rigid progressions. McCrae 

& Costa (1988) claim that the strains of adapting to a new role persist long after the 

impact of the initial trauma has subsided. Years after her husband’s death, the widow 

may find herself in situations which she has to confront for the first time as a widow 

(Erikson, Erikson, & Kivnick, 1986). Apart from role-related stresses, Stroebe, 

Stroebe, & Domittner, (1988) contend that it takes two years at least for the majority of
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widows to get over the intense feeling of loss they have. In this sense, they advocate 

a certain blurring between stages two and three.

While the three tentative stages outlined above are discernible in the literature and may 

correspond with the experience of significant numbers of widows, they should not be 

interpreted in a normative fashion. In other words, progression through these stages 

should not necessarily be deemed "appropriate" or "healthy" as though there was one 

single model for coping with bereavement. Over-adherence to this model of grieving 

(acute distress - facing up to reality - resolution) as normative doubtless stems from 

society’s "requirement of grieving". Wortman & Silver (1989) reviewed the sizeable 

corpus of research on responses to loss. In addition to the more common model above, 

they also found evidence for alternative models of response to loss. For example, some 

widows experienced minimal distress both in the long and short term. The fact that they 

did not follow the standard sequence of responses did not prove maladaptive. Wortman 

& Silver contend that care professionals have a vested interest in assuming a latent 

pathology in this group of widows; "confronting" such widows with their "problem" 

may well be doing them a disservice.

"The time course for grief, the reaction to loss, is both variable and more
prolonged than is generally thought .......  There are no research-validated
guideposts for what is normal versus deviant mourning we are just beginning
to realize the full range of what may be considered "normal" grieving" (Zisook 
& Shuchter, 1986, p.288)

This cautionary quotation highlights the descriptive as opposed to the prescriptive status 

of much of the research on the grieving process. The absence of any prescriptive or 

normative stages through which the bereaved wife should progress seems to stem from 

two considerations. First, the multifariousness of observed responses to loss. Second, 

the apparent lack of consensus regarding what precisely constitutes a "good" outcome 

to the grieving process.
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3.7 .

Conclusion.

This examination of widowhood has highlighted how significant and traumatic an event 

it is in the life of any woman. Despite this centrality, there has been widespread neglect 

of widowhood particularly among psychologists and, as will hopefully become apparent 

in the next chapter, among consumer behaviourists as well. However, this trend is set 

to decline if only because the problems of bereavement are becoming more pronounced 

for growing numbers of contemporary wives in egalitarian nuclear families.

Considerable attention was paid to a transition paradigm forwarded by Silverman as an 

alternative to the more conventional "illness" model of bereavement. The advantage of 

such an approach is that it portrays the bereaved woman hopefully effecting a transition 

from the role of wife to that of widow analogous to many other role transitions. By 

defining widowhood essentially as a transition to a new role, it also raises the possibility 

that the link between roles and product assortments may be profitably extended to 

widowhood as well - a possibility which will be explored in the next chapter. -

The transitional paradigm is clearly an optimistic one. It sees the newly widowed 

embarking upon a new role or career rather than succumbing to an inevitable process 

of social and psychological decline. However, it is possible that it does not take due 

cognizance of the much depleted psychological and cognitive resources which widows 

can realistically muster both during and after the trauma of bereavement. Hansson & 

Remondet (1988) have enumerated some of the problems which may exacerbate an 

orderly transition to widowhood:

i) The widow may feel that the number of years left to her are too few to 

warrant making the effort to establish a new identity.

ii) Adjustment to a new role may include undertaking unfamiliar tasks. 

Older people’s problem-solving performance is lower on such unfamiliar 

tasks.
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paradigm may be more appropriately applied to these widows than to widows who are 

poor and/or educationally deprived. This point only serves to qualify rather than to 

discredit Silverman’s thesis. Indeed, it seems likely that her thesis will prove 

increasingly pertinent as future cohorts of widows should enjoy both higher educational 

and income levels.

A final observation concerns the importance of a sense of independence to the recently 

widowed. It was seen earlier that there was nothing strident about this characteristic, 

in fact it sat cheek by jowl with a feeling of vulnerability and dependence. Widows do 

want help but in a way that is not seen to compromise their independence. As of yet, 

few marketers have directed their efforts directly at widows. If they choose to do so, 

overtures of assistance should be made with extreme sensitivity, overtones of 

vulnerability should be studiously avoided, and widows’ own decision making processes 

should be supported rather than supplanted.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE CONSUMER AND FINANCIAL BEHAVIOUR

OF WIDOWS



CHAPTER FOUR.

4.1.

Introduction.

The neglect or omission to study the sizeable widowed segment is quite remarkable 

given the substantial corpus of research devoted to the mature market in general which 

was reviewed in chapter 2. No articles could be located dealing exclusively with the 

consumer behaviour of widowed older people. This is all the more significant since the 

injunction to segment the senior market was seen to be a virtual truism in the literature. 

It may well be that the marketing community, marketing academics included, are averse 

to the negativity surrounding widowhood found in society at large and discussed in 

chapter 3.

A small number of reputable authors had signalled intermittently that widowhood/marital 

status might prove a significant senior segmentation variable:

"important factors that seem to affect buyer behaviour and the consumption habits 
and patterns of the elderly are just beginning to be analysed. One is whether or 
not a consumer’s mate is still alive and the couple are living together." (Burnett 
& Wilkes, 1985, p .58)

"we need to use other variables in conjunction with age to produce a more 
sophisticated picture of later adult segments. Marital status, affluence, cognitive 
age and the like will offer truer profiles of this highly heterogeneous mature 
market." (Schewe, 1988, p .73)

"Perhaps the major segmenting methodology for the aging American consumer 
is marital status." (Leventhal, 1991, p .31)

After one of the most in-depth and comprehensive American studies of senior consumer 

behaviour, Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes (1979) concluded:

"It might be hypothesised that widowhood, and not specifically age, accounts for 
the differences in consumer behaviour observed in women over 65 in this study"
(p. 100)
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Despite these unequivocal intimations, the challenge to research the consumer behaviour 

of widows remains unfulfilled, a phenomenon which is all the more remarkable given 

their number and the fact that they have obviously undergone one of life’s most 

significant and traumatic transitions.

4.2.

Research on the Consumption of Widows.

In the absence of any comprehensive study of the consumer behaviour of older widows, 

a number of authors, in a somewhat piecemeal fashion, have shown them to exhibit 

distinctive purchasing activity in certain areas. Wenner (1976) isolated three senior 

television viewer typologies. The second of these was likely to be widows, for whom 

television played the role of companion, " on, yet not watched", compensating for 

reduced social interaction.

In a probability study of 373 over 65’s in the U.S., Lumpkin (1985) found three broad 

shopping orientation typologies based on how central a role shopping activity played in 

the senior’s life. Marital status was the sole demographic variable differentiating 

typologies. Widows were most likely to feature in the "Active" cluster, a group who 

were innovative, fashion conscious, and socially active. They made the greatest use of 

credit and were conscious of inflation although there was minimal shopping around for 

the most competitive prices.

Others have highlighted aspects of widows’ consumption consistent with their single and 

somewhat isolated status. For example, Miller & Petrich (1986) found widows were 

significantly more likely to shop alone than in the company of others. Equally 

predictably, Cowgill & Baulch (1962) reported that widows’ leisure expenditure was 

more likely to be devoted to pursuits undertaken alone. However, in other respects 

widows have shown themselves not to be quite so predictable as consumers. Zeithaml 

& Gilly (1987) hypothesised that seniors who live alone and are more socially isolated 

would exhibit lower levels of innovativeness. They discovered that marital status had 

no significant impact on levels of innovation adoption. This was further confirmed by
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the work of Greco & Paksoy (1989) who noted a tendency for fashion conscious older 

consumers to be widows.

These disparate studies delimit the possibility of making generalisations concerning the 

consumer profile of older widows. However, prima facie, they appear to question the 

traditional stereotype of the widowed consumer. "Innovativeness and fashion 

consciousness" are characteristics which do not sit well with such a stereotype.

The Significance of the Role of Widow.

In chapter three, the centrality of the social role concept for widows was examined. 

Whether or not it is the most significant role transition in a woman’s life is a matter for 

sociological debate. For present purposes, it need only be conceded that widowhood 

marks a definite and, for most, irreversible role change. As such it should merit the 

same interest accorded other significant roles in a woman’s life such as those of 

adolescent, employee, wife, and mother. If this point is conceded, then it becomes 

pertinent to examine widowhood in the light of the consumer behaviour research 

associated with role transitions in general.

Runyon & Stewart (1987), Solomon (1992) and Loudon & Della Bitta (1993) have 

attested to the pervasive influence of roles on consumer behaviour and, in particular, on 

how product/service constellations are associated with the performance of certain roles. 

Despite this, the literature examining the relationship between consumption and specific 

role performance is quite limited. One significant exception has been the work of 

Michael Solomon (Solomon, 1983; Solomon, 1988; Solomon, 1992) who has drawn on 

Symbolic Interactionism to elucidate this relationship. Central to this theory is the view 

that goods play a vital part in social interaction. The way in which consumer 

behaviourists have chosen to focus on purchased goods primarily as the outcome of the 

consumer’s internal decision process has obscured the role products and services may 

play in the individual’s social ecology.
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Reacting against this problem-solving paradigm, Solomon stresses the symbolic potential 

of goods to convey meaning among consumers. Contrary to the central tenet of 

behaviourism, consumers do not respond to marketing stimuli per se but to the meaning 

invested in them by society. The image of homo emptor should accordingly be replaced 

by that of homo faber, the consumer who actively integrates product connotations into 

the broader domain of social discourse rather than the consumer who invariably 

purchases to satisfy immediate personal need.

The ability of products to convey meaning is central to the function envisaged for them 

as they impinge on role behaviour and the consumer’s self-concept. The consumer’s 

self-image or self-concept is learned primarily from the reactions of significant others, 

through reflexive feedback. This feedback may be seen as both assigning and validating 

patterns of expected behaviour (roles) to the individual. The resultant behaviour, in a 

cyclical manner, causes others to pattern their responses in keeping with this enacted 

role. The roles the consumer occupies form an integral part of her self-concept.

By way of a dramaturgical analogy, Solomon (1992) likens the relationship between 

roles and goods to that between an actor and his props. Goods, like props, inform the 

"audience" who the consumer is and the roles he or she occupies. This analogy may be 

further extended; just as the goods others possess are used to predict how they are likely 

to behave, so individuals use the products they possess as pointers to how they 

themselves will behave. The fact that an individual possesses a particular product or 

service causes her a priori to attribute certain characteristics to herself - the item aids 

in self-definition. Just as props not only convey to others the part the actor plays but 

are also constitutive of that very part for the actor himself, so too with products and 

services. Goods not only reflect the roles the consumer plays and her self-image, they 

can also help create these roles and assist in self-definition. This symbiotic relationship 

between role and possession proposed by Solomon constitutes a reversal of the more 

traditional causal link between the consumer’s self-concept and the products she 

purchases. Instead of goods invariably reflecting the self-concept, they may sometimes 

help define that self-concept.
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A number of qualifications to the foregoing discussion are in order for the role of widow 

in particular. It was seen in chapter 3 that the role prescriptions or "behavioural set" 

for widowhood were at best vague and nebulous. Few women approach the widowed 

state with high levels of role knowledge. In such circumstances Solomon (1983) 

hypothesised that product symbolism would be used to establish oneself in the role rather 

than to communicate one’s position in the role to others. Adolescents purchasing 

clothing and grooming products, and nouveau riche acquiring luxury conspicuous goods 

are cited as examples of two groups with low knowledge of their new roles, seeking to 

establish themselves in these roles through appropriate product assortments.

In a similar vein, Solomon (1983) also hypothesised that consumers who find themselves 

in roles with uncertain behavioural prescriptions will exhibit increased reliance on 

symbolic products as a guide to behaviour.

"Periods of role transition are often accompanied by the need to employ a variety 
of products; the correct use of these products is a determinant of success in 
completing the transition" (p.326).

That appropriate product constellations can facilitate role transitions seems intuitively 

reasonable. The marketplace is replete with product assortments tailored to the new 

wife, employee, or parent, which help negotiate the respective role transition (Solomon, 

1988). The denotative power of apparel in particular to demarcate role change has been 

noted by Solomon & Anand (1985). Substantial changes in apparel acquisition regularly 

coincide with the actual rites de passage which inaugurate the new role. These 

acquisitions serve to accentuate the permanence of the status or role change. As an 

example, Solomon & Anand (1985) instance the newly qualified female MBA 

relinquishing casual student attire for the more formal female business suit.

It also seems more appropriate to speak of product constellations or product assortments 

associated with a role rather than of individual products. Preliminary research by 

Solomon (1988) suggests that there are consensual product constellations which are 

associated in consumers’ minds with a variety of social roles. However, he did not 

address the role of widow in this experimental work, neither did he question occupants
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of a role what they thought the requisite product constellation for that role might be; his 

sample of students was asked the product assortments they associated with a range of 

business occupational roles.

Extension of this research stream to the role of widow must remain speculative for the 

moment. The funeral represents the rites de passage for the bereaved wife. Ironically, 

it is unlikely that she will be the focus of attention during these rites; her deceased 

husband may well upstage her in this regard. Apart from the increasingly rare black 

mourning attire, there does not appear to be any singular appropriate product 

constellation associated with widowhood, a fact which, according to Solomon’s thesis, 

should render the transition for widows more problematic.

One possibility he did not pursue but which may hold promise in the case of widows is 

that their typical product assortment may be best envisaged as the divesting of certain 

previously purchased goods rather than the adoption of new ones. Preliminary support 

for this possibility has come from the work of Ozanne (1992) who noted that product 

disposition may be a feature of some role transitions. Such disposition facilitates the 

disassembling of the old self and may be simultaneously accompanied by the acquisition 

of new products to facilitate the reassembling of the new self. Indeed, in some 

instances, this product disposition may be an integral part rather than a mere 

concomitant of role transition. The disposal of the wedding ring in the transition from 

wife to divorcee illustrates this phenomenon rather well. It will be seen in the 

qualitative research in Chapter 7 that the disposal of the husband’s clothes by the widow 

seems to assume a similar significance. In the case of the widow such disposition may 

not be quite so straightforward; products she may wish to dispose of may be those the 

husband wished to be remembered by. Indeed, Glick, Weiss, & Parkes (1974) claim 

that disposal of some of the spouse’s belongings is often the first token that the widow 

has accepted the finality of her partner’s passing.

Given society’s view of widowhood, the absence of any definitive product constellation 

for widows is far from surprising. It was seen in chapter 3 that widowhood is defined 

essentially in negative terms, as a "role-less" role. In contemporary developed society
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the purchasing and consumption functions are highly valued. However exemption from 

death and the process of dying is one of the few commodities that cannot be "bought". 

Widows, who are perhaps the most vivid reminders to society of this fact, consequently 

fail to receive from it any consumption-related behavioural prescriptions. Their liminal 

existence in society has meant consignment to a normative limbo as regards what they 

should or should not purchase.

In the absence of any characteristic product array which might symbolise and confirm 

the role of widow, it could be hypothesised that widows would rely more on the gifts 

they receive from others and the purchase patterns of other widows to guide their 

consumer behaviour. The impact of such dyadic gift-giving and the purchases of other 

widows are factors which have been ignored in the literature; it is proposed to address 

this oversight in the personal interviews which form part of this research.

A  particular concern of this thesis is the process of transition from the role of wife to 

that of widow. Effecting such a transition successfully is rendered problematic by the 

paucity of widows featured in the media. This means that role prescriptions are less 

clearly articulated for widows. This is further compounded by the replacement of the 

linear sequence of roles by a more circular model in developed societies. The sequence 

of school - employment - marriage - parenthood - widowhood is less and less the norm 

(Schewe & Balazs, 1990). Women increasingly move in and out of these roles perhaps 

going back to school after a period of work, working after parenthood, or returning to 

a second career after retirement. This diminution in role predictability over the lifespan 

has lead to a concomitant blurring of behavioural prescriptions for these roles, including 

that of widow.

A  f inal  role-related feature of consumption in widowhood has been raised by Mick & 

De Moss (1990b). They, along with Pandya & Venkatesh (1992), number among the 

few consumer researchers advancing the proposition that a sizeable proportion of 

consumer behaviour is best viewed as self gift-giving; as gifts to others normally 

comport some message or communication, so self-gifts are in essence a form of self

dialogue, a self administered emotional nutrition. Role transitions can often invite such
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affective nourishment. Such purchasing has as its end not just "equipping" the consumer 

for her new role but also bolstering her confidence and self-esteem. As an example, 

they cited the case of a senior widow treating herself to her first camping holiday after 

her husband’s death.

Mick and DeMoss (1990a) venture that the relationship between the self gift and the 

consumer warrants special attention:

"...the relationship between self and self-gift may be among the strongest of 
relationships involving the self and personal acquisitions" (p.680)

While the incidence of self gift-giving does seem to decline with age, levels among 

women tend to be higher than among men (Mick & DeMoss, 1992). Apart from the 

isolated camping example above, no research has been been conducted specifically on 

widows to investigate whether initiation into widowhood might prove the catalyst for 

such self gift-giving consumption. During preliminary research interviews with 

bereavement counsellors it was reported to the author that instances of such behaviour 

were not uncommon. The counsellors detected overtones of self-confirmation underlying 

this purchasing, reflecting the explanation offered earlier.

4.4.
The Economic Status of Widows.

Having examined the likely impact of the transition to the role of widow on 

consumption, the following section is devoted to the more prosaic topic of the financial 

resources older widows command to fund their purchasing behaviour. Much of the 

material discussed in chapter 2.11. on the financial status of seniors and on the 

difficulties in determining senior spending power precisely applies to older widows as 

well.

Despite the divergent findings on senior income levels, the findings specifically for 

widows show greater unanimity. Research on widows’ incomes over the past twenty
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years has consistently shown them less well-off than other senior groupings (Lopata, 

1971; Rogers, 1982; Morgan, 1986; McCrae & Costa, 1988; Holland, 1991). This 

conclusion remains unchallenged despite the variety of income/poverty measures 

employed. Longino & Crown (1991) reported that 45% of the lowest net worth quintile 

in the U.S. were widows. 54% of a large over 50 sample of widows had family 

incomes below the official poverty level (Morgan, 1986) and the incidence of older 

widows below the poverty level was four times that of married women (Bound et al.,

1991). Poverty levels appear to be particularly acute among older rural widows 

(Thompson, 1980). The popular belief in the literature is that current older widows 

suffer from a cohort related inexperience in handling resources, coupled with a drop in 

income together with poor money management and poor financial advice (Morgan, 

1986).

This inimical financial situation has been partly to blame for widows’ decreasing social 

involvement, indeed the very fear of poverty may occasion social withdrawal (Lopata, 

1971). Poverty in widowhood has been hardest on those who were previously well-off. 

In America, these widows recounted the poignant experience of downward mobility in 

a society valuing upward mobility (Lopata, 1971). Zick & Smith (1986) also suggest 

that the loss of economic security which often follows widowhood may be responsible 

for much of the psychological stress reported by widows.

Only two studies could be located which examined the constituents of widows’ income. 

Thompson’s (1980) respondents were all widows aged 58 to 60, that is, two years before 

qualifying for social security benefits in the U.S.. So, findings were likely to be 

unrepresentative of widows in general; 72% had earnings income of some description 

and 44% were in receipt of some form of asset income. A more comprehensive 

longitudinal study of widows over a 16 year period found social security, labour income, 

and asset income to be the principal income components in that order (Bound et al.,

1991).

A limited amount of research has been conducted on the correlates of reduced income 

in widowhood. Both subjective and objective measures of financial hardship have been
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employed. It is important that results using both measures are differentiated since a 

widow may subjectively experience a decline in living standards following bereavement 

yet remain above the poverty line.

Using an objective poverty threshold, Thompson (1980) found that both the employment 

status (blue/white collar) and length of the woman’s employment correlated negatively 

with poverty levels. Bound et al. (1991) also reported a strong correlation between 

economic status before and after widowhood. Both Morgan (1986) and O’Bryant & 

Morgan (1989) noted how the amount of financial discussion with spouses prior to 

bereavement correlated negatively with subjective feelings of economic hardship in 

widowhood. These subjective feelings on their economic status were only moderately 

related to their actual income, suggesting that such estimations depend more on their 

previous economic status while married and their expectations of how well-off a widow 

should be.

A farther variable thought to be associated with economic status in widowhood is level 

of day to day financial experience. Early studies of widows had shown them lacking 

first hand experience of domestic financial management while married, a fact thought 

to exacerbate their difficulties when widowed (Lopata, 1971). More recent research 

suggests that matters have improved considerably since then. Morgan (1986) found that 

45 % of her large sample of older widows had been in charge of day to day finances 

while married. 59% of O’Bryant & Morgan’s (1989) over 60 widows had paid 

household bills for most of the last year before bereavement, one third had held 

credit/bank accounts in their own names, and 10% had decided alone on major 

purchases. So, widows appear more involved financially while married than previously 

thought. It should be remembered however, that subjects in these two studies were 

American widows, likely to have enjoyed high labour participation rates while married 

and a consequent high level of economic independence.

Despite the promising picture both of these studies paint of widows’ financial 

experience, results were mixed when the effects of this prior experience on financial 

well-being in widowhood were examined. Morgan (1986) found that experience with
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day to day money matters while married had no effect whatever on subsequent poverty 

levels, subjective or objective, when widowed. O’Bryant & Morgan (1989) on the other 

hand claimed that it did impinge on subjective poverty levels; women who were 

financially experienced when married tended to feel less financially restricted when 

widowed.

There has been a dearth of research on the dynamics of financial advice acquisition by 

widows. Preliminary work has suggested that a majority of widows, especially older 

widows, receive no such advice after bereavement. In the case of the minority of 

widows who did receive financial advice, family members followed by lawyers were the 

most likely dispensers (Morgan, 1986).

The gloomy economic picture of financial status in widowhood stands in need of 

qualification according to some authors. Zick & Smith (1986) have pointed out how 

most research to date has used cross-sectional data on the economic well-being of 

widows. Such data preclude any insights into the dynamics of poverty whereby widows 

might be seen to pass in and out of economic hardship in the years following 

bereavement. They will also understate the prevalence of financial insecurity for widows 

over time.

Literature prior to the mid 1980’s had revealed the likelihood of spells of economic 

hardship in the immediate postmortem period but this stood in need of confirmation 

through longitudinal research. To this end, Zick & Smith (1986) and Bound et al.

(1991) have analysed panel data on widows’ incomes for the five years following 

bereavement using poverty thresholds as cut-offs. The earlier study revealed that 

widows experienced a significant drop in economic well-being in the year following the 

spouse’s death, 17% of widows who were "non-poor" when married were classified as 

poor one year after bereavement. Taking a five year postmortem perspective, 50% of 

the widows surveyed had spent at least one of those five years below the poverty 

threshold.

160



The more recent study by Bound et al. (1991) produced more detailed findings. 

Between one year pre- and post-bereavement, there was a 37% fall in family income and 

a 50% increase in the household poverty rate from 11% to 16%. On the other hand, 

exits from poverty were also noted; 42% of widows deemed poor one year prior to their 

spouse’s death were non-poor one year after it, thus 58% remained poor over this 

period. However, by the fifth year 70% of these pre-widowhood poor had either 

remained or reverted to poverty. These percentages on the pre-widowhood poor should 

be balanced by the fact that, among widows who were not poor while married, only 

11 % had experienced poverty by the fifth year. Almost two thirds of all widows who 

entered poverty had left it within five years. Overall the authors claim that:

"The majority of widows are at a very low risk of entering poverty. On the 
other hand, more than 20% will enter poverty some time during their widowhood 
experience. The majority of those who do enter will enter shortly after becoming
widowed The most surprising feature of our income data is its volatility. The
economic well-being of widows simply does not seem to be as static as is 
commonly believed" (Bound et al., 1991, p.S123).

The case for longitudinal analysis of widows’ financial well-being has been persuasively 

made by both of these studies. However, it must be borne in mind that respondents for 

both surveys included widows of all ages, and no separate analysis was furnished for the 

older widowed group. Furthermore, the litmus employed to gauge poverty/income 

levels was a poverty threshold. It was seen in chapter 2.11. that such thresholds are less 

than adequate indicators of senior spending power. These shortcomings should not 

detract however from the central thesis that both propound namely, that income levels 

for widows fluctuate markedly, particularly in the immediate postmortem period. Initial 

falls into poverty are more closely linked to the event of widowhood itself than to any 

slow erosion of income over the period of widowhood (Holden, Burkhauser, & Feaster, 

1988).
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4.5

Conclusions.

This overview of the consumption and financial behaviour of older widows, though 

limited by virtue of the paucity of research, has at least questioned some of the more 

stereotypical traits attributed to them. While they remain a group who have undergone 

one of life’s more traumatic transitions and are consequently more vulnerable with a 

heightened susceptibility to fraud (Lopata, 1971; Waddell, 1975), their levels of financial 

expertise and experience prior to bereavement were seen to be higher than previously 

suspected. As a significant senior consumer segment they have been universally ignored 

by the marketing community, practitioners and authors alike. Apart from isolated cases 

such as mooting the idea of a dating agency for older widows or shipping lines engaging 

male hosts to chaperone widowed passengers (Schewe & Balazs, 1990), there has been 

no attempt to analyse transition to the role of widow and its likely outcomes for 

consumer behaviour.

While other role transitions have been facilitated in the marketplace through the 

provision of appropriate product constellations which establish them in that role and 

enable them fulfill the requisite behavioural prescriptions for that role, widows seem 

prone to a double jeopardy effect in this regard. On the one hand, the role of widow 

is characterised by a distinct shortage of behavioural prescriptions or "script 

uncertainty". On the other hand, there is no distinctive product array for widows to fall 

back on to compensate for this dearth of behavioural indicators. Where the actor, 

unsure of his role, relies more heavily on the prompter and on his props, and the 

infrequent shopper relies more heavily on the in-store informational cues, the newly 

widowed are singularly deprived of consumption related cues to orient their behaviour.

Widowhood is obviously not the only role which widows occupy but it would appear to 

be one of the more significant. It is noteworthy that transition to such a role, perhaps 

because of its negative connotations, has never had its marketing ramifications explored 

in the way in which births, graduations, weddings, and retirement have.
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This chapter and chapter 3 examined the financial preparation of widows and, in 

particular, the amount of discussion they had had with their spouses. Such discussions 

were seen to lessen the likelihood of both subjective and objective measures of poverty 

(Morgan, 1986) and to mitigate some of the more negative psychological effects of 

bereavement (O’Bryant & Morgan, 1989). Despite these insights, there remain a 

number of pivotal questions still to be asked concerning these discussions. For example:

- had the widow, while married, felt a need for financial advice?

- at whose instigation do discussions with spouses take place?

- what was the extent, perceived usefulness, and follow-up to these discussions?

- was post-mortem financial advice solicited or proffered and was it

subsequently acted upon?
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CHAPTER FIVE 

EXPLORATORY RESEARCH AND DISCUSSION

OF OBJECTIVES



5.1.

Introduction.

CHAPTER 5.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold - to describe the exploratory research conducted 

and to elaborate further the objectives outlined in chapter 1. The value of exploratory 

research as a prolegomenon to quantitative survey work has been noted by Chisnall

(1992) and Tull & Hawkins (1993). For this thesis the exploratory research was 

conducted in two phases. The first was an "experience survey", the second, in-depth 

interviews with bereavement counsellors.

5.2

Exploratory Research.

The first phase of the exploratory research followed directly upon the review of 

published research on the elderly market presented in chapter 2. This review revealed 

that the published material on Irish seniors was minuscule and was written primarily 

from a welfare perspective. To compensate for this shortcoming, unstructured personal 

interviews were conducted with twenty respondents, the majority of whom had had 

direct experience in dealing with Irish senior consumers.

Much of the impetus to conduct these interviews came from the seminal work of Selltiz, 

Jahoda, Deutsch, & Cook (1969) and Selltiz, Wrighstman, & Cook (1976) who advocate 

formulative or exploratory work prior to initiating more precise quantitative research. 

Specifically, they suggest that a search of pertinent bibliographical material be followed 

by what they term an "experience survey". This involves tapping the reservoir of 

experience which a purposive sample of practitioners in a specific field have 

accumulated over time. The main themes of the bibliographical survey are put to 

respondents using an unstructured research tool thereby affording the flexibility 

necessary to probe multidimensional phenomena such as senior consumer behaviour. 

The goal of this process should be the generation of provocative ideas and useful insights 

rather than thematic consensus.
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Subjects for this particular experience survey were deliberately selected from sectors in 

which high levels of senior involvement were thought likely; they included utility, retail, 

leisure, housing, and financial service providers as well as advertising practitioners. 

Three academics with particular interest in older consumers were also interviewed. A 

detailed list of the twenty respondents and their commercial affiliations are provided in 

appendix 1.

The objectives underlying these interviews were threefold

i) To allow respondents reflect in a general way on their experience of dealing

with older Irish consumers.

ii) To ascertain whether respondents detected any subgroupings within the Irish

senior market.

iii) To determine whether Irish senior consumer behaviour possessed

characteristics which could be deemed uniquely Irish.

The results of these interviews proved highly variable. Most respondents tended to 

confine their remarks to their own specific field of operations. Few seemed to have 

given much thought to the broader issue of seniors as a discrete market, much less to 

how they might differ from the general population on the consumption-related 

dimensions raised. Two notable exceptions were the observed tendency to higher levels 

of complaining and price consciousness. The dearth of attention paid to Irish seniors 

meant that no views were proffered on how they might differ from seniors of other 

nationalities. In keeping with the somewhat latent interest which was in evidence, most 

respondents had conducted no primary research specifically on their older clientele. A 

small number had access to substantial banks of aggregate consumer data but had not 

been sufficiently motivated to extrapolate information relating exclusively to seniors. 

Two financial houses with specially tailored schemes for older customers had 

commissioned extensive in-house research. Understandably, much of this research 

related to banking behaviour, however, it did portray a consumer group who were loyal,
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price-conscious and wary of advertising - a "sensible segment".

With regard to segments among Irish seniors, three possible bases emerged in the 

interviews. Financial service providers, with enhanced access to customer audits, spoke 

of two broad senior banking segments corresponding roughly to the upper and lower 

halves of the socio-economic spectrum. Each had clearly differentiated requirements and 

financial behaviour. On the other hand, retail providers instanced different forms of 

shopping behaviour based on the urban/rural divide. However, further probing 

suggested that much of this difference was attributable to geographically-related 

problems of access. The third possible segmentation basis to emerge was marital status. 

This surfaced more by way of isolated "asides" than by way of a central theme. One 

travel executive remarked that widows, not the recently retired, were more likely to 

embark on the "cruise of a lifetime". A marketer of sheltered apartments had noted how 

widows represented his largest and fastest growing sector. Finally, despite the wealth 

of customer data to hand, two respondents from the financial sector ventured that 

widows were one segment whose life circumstances had changed dramatically yet they 

were aware of no research which had investigated how this change might affect their 

financial behaviour. This latter insight, coupled with the virtual neglect of the senior 

widowed segment in the corpus of consumer behaviour reviewed in chapter 2 determined 

the focus of subsequent exploratory and qualitative research.

Following a bibliographical examination of the phenomenon of widowhood and the 

economic status and behaviour of widows in chapters 3 and 4, a second phase of 

preliminary research was conducted. In-depth interviews were held with two 

bereavement counselling professionals. The objectives of these interviews were as 

follows:-

i) To ascertain whether any of the senior consumer behaviour dimensions

discussed in chapter 2 might vary as a result of bereavement.

166



ii) To determine which variables uncovered in the bereavement literature in 

chapter 3 warranted further research as possible concomitants or causes of 

widowed consumer behaviour.

iii) To discover whether they had noted any alterations in the attitudes or 

behaviour of older women relating to the procuring or use of products and 

services as a result of bereavement.

For the general consumer behaviour dimensions referred to in objective 1 above, 

interviewees ventured that perceived vulnerability and levels of complaining might alter 

as a result of bereavement. One counsellor also suggested that financial and purchase 

advice-seeking in the postmortem period was both traumatic and ambivalent.

The bulk of the counsellors’ remarks centred on the second objective. "Reality testing", 

"husband sanctification", self gift-giving, impulse purchasing in the immediate 

postmortem period, and difficulties with behavioural prescriptions for the role of widow, 

were all deemed worthy of further investigation. As regards the third objective, one 

counsellor instanced cases of significant spending activity in the early months of 

bereavement. This spending bore compulsive overtones with a certain residue of guilt. 

Self gifts were not uncommon and were perceived as confirming the widow in her new 

role. Both counsellors had encountered cases where the purchasing of self gifts was a 

common if somewhat bewildering occurrence associated with widowhood.

Elaboration of Objectives.

Chapter 1 outlined the objectives of this thesis in an introductory fashion. The purpose 

of this section is to elaborate how, in the light of the literature review and the 

exploratory research, these objectives may be satisfied.
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5 .3 .1

Introduction.

The guiding force of any research methodology should be the stated objectives of that 

research (Moser & Kalton, 1975). The objectives for this study, presented in chapter 

1, are fourfold:

i) To examine the perceived effects of bereavement on the lifestyles of older 

widows and on selected dimensions of their consumer behaviour.

ii) To examine the applicability of sociological and psychological constructs 

relating to bereavement in explaining perceived modifications to the consumer 

behaviour of older widows.

iii) To examine the perceived effects of bereavement on a number of salient 

consumer decisions.

iv) To examine the relationship between a range of finance-related behaviours in 

the pre-bereavement period and the widow’s subsequent economic status and 

adjustment to widowhood.

Marketing research has been faulted for overreliance on the logical positivist tradition 

in social science in the selection of research method; it has been further faulted for 

failing to advert to the metatheoretical implications of espousing this research paradigm 

to the exclusion of a more qualitative, phenomenological approach (Deshpande, 1983). 

The quantitative, hypothetico-deductive orientation of the positivist school has proven 

most fruitful in the realm of theory verification or confirmation within both consumer 

behaviour and marketing research. The less prominent qualitative, holistic research 

orientation lends itself more to theory generation or discovery. Failure to appreciate the
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benefits of this latter approach may explain, at least in part, the generation of so few 

comprehensive frameworks for studying consumer behaviour. An examination of the 

objectives of this thesis suggests the inclusion of both paradigms in the research design; 

both paradigms, even used to investigate the same construct, are not incommensurable 

(Silverman, 1985). For example, the element of discovery involved in objective two 

above points to the suitability of some qualitative instrument whereas objective four, 

drawing as it does on the limited published findings on widows’ financial behaviour, 

may be satisfied best through empirical quantitative research.

On a less theoretical level, this study comprises exploratory, descriptive, and 

correlational purposes. Each of these purposes suggests a typical mix of quantitative and 

qualitative data requirements (Selltiz, Wrighstman, & Cook, 1976). Ultimately, the 

research objectives dictate the data requirements and these in turn, allied with the nature 

of the study population and financial and time constraints, dictate the actual research 

design. To this end the four objectives are now examined with a view to determining 

their respective data requirements and, where appropriate, to specifying their respective 

hypotheses.

Before examining the precise lifestyle and consumer dimensions contained in the various 

objectives, a discussion of the term "perceived" in the first objective is called for. The 

necessity to include this qualification stems primarily from the constraints imposed on 

the research design. Whilst these will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 6, it is 

apparent that three broad design possibilities are available to a research topic such as 

this.

1. Cross-sectional - a simultaneous comparative study of widowed and non

widowed respondents.

2. Retrospective - asking widowed respondents to recall their behaviour/attitudes

at some earlier juncture and to compare them with their behaviour 

and attitudes at some later point in time.
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3. Longitudinal - the study of the same or similar groups of widows (and 

married) respondents on two or more occasions.

Ferraro (1989) claims that a longitudinal design is the most satisfactory for the study of 

bereavement-related phenomena. This seems beyond dispute, although he might have 

made greater allowances for the higher levels of mortality, morbidity, and mobility 

which obtain among older respondents, all of which render such longitudinal research 

more problematic. The time constraints on this thesis precluded any such longitudinal 

design; while its superior efficacy was beyond question, its feasibility was limited given 

the parameters of a thesis such as this.

A perusal of the research objectives will show that with a cross-sectional design, married 

respondents would be only intermittently involved, as objectives 2, 3, and 4 concern 

themselves exclusively with widowhood. In addition to this, a cross-sectional 

comparative study between widowed and married consumers should typically follow 

rather than precede the type of exploratory investigation of widowhood proposed here. 

As a result of these considerations, a retrospective design was chosen. The validity of 

such a design obviously hinges upon respondent powers of recall.

In general, results based solely on recall should be treated with a modicum of caution 

(Oppenheim, 1966; Berdie, Anderson & Niebuhr, 1986). However, there are a number 

of redeeming aspects to recall questions for topics such as widowhood. Sudman & 

Bradburn (1982) note that the validity of recall questions is, above all else, a function 

of the salience of the events being recalled. Many of the events under discussion in this 

research could hardly be more salient. In addition to this, the problems of forward and 

backward telescoping which normally plague retrospective methodologies can be 

substantially reduced by the use of "landmark" events which enable respondents anchor 

their answers more accurately (Converse & Presser, 1986). The loss of a spouse must 

rank as one of life’s more memorable landmark events; this should bolster the validity 

of questions on widows’ pre- and post-bereavement behaviour. It is pertinent to note 

that one of the most widely cited studies of the economic and financial well-being of 

older widows employed a retrospective methodology to investigate both pre- and post
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bereavement periods (Morgan, 1986).

Ridley, Bachrach, & Dawson (1979) have examined the validity of recall based 

responses by older females. Their findings provide a convincing rationale for the 

methodology proposed for this study. Recall responses were most accurate for major 

changes in status and for rarer events in the lives of their older respondents. No support 

was adduced for more recent events being better remembered; the salience of the event 

being recalled was of greater moment than its recency. In particular, recall ability and 

reliability were highest for events which had an anniversary such as deaths, weddings, 

and births; such anniversaries facilitated mnemonic rehearsal of the event in question.

The foregoing discussion was deemed a sufficient justification for adopting a 

retrospective approach. Thus, it was proposed to ask widowed subjects how they 

perceived themselves to have changed on many of the dimensions of interest. To assist 

this recall of perceived change, an attempt was made to focus primarily on broad 

consumer/lifestyle dimensions rather than on less memorable and specific matters such 

as purchase quantities of some consumer commodity.

5.3.2

Objective One.

Once a retrospective technique had been decided upon, a number of lifestyle and 

consumer dimensions had to be judiciously selected to satisfy the first objective. The 

choice of these dimensions was governed by their salience in the senior/widowed 

literature in chapters 2, 3, and 4, and by the degree to which alterations in these 

dimensions were recorded by participants in four focus groups of widows. (These focus 

groups will be described in detail in chapter 6.2). The first dimension selected was 

reluctance to complain. In chapter 2.5.6. the literature noted a reduced propensity to 

complain among seniors in the event of post-purchase dissatisfaction. However, 

widowed focus group participants reported an increase in their level of complaining. It 

was thus determined to incorporate a "Reluctance to Complain" scale in the quantitative
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survey instrument to help clarify the issue. The next dimension chosen was perceived 

consumer vulnerability. The consensus in the literature (chapter 2.5.6) was that older 

consumers were more vulnerable to undesirable marketing practices. When this question 

was raised with widows in the focus groups, they too voiced a heightened sense of 

vulnerability. It was determined to test this further in a structured questionnaire.

Chapter 2.6 highlighted discordance in the literature over innovation levels among older 

consumers. Apart from one isolated study confined to apparel (Greco & Paksoy, 1989), 

research on widowhood itself has not addressed this topic directly. A measure of 

consumer innovation was thus incorporated also into the structured questionnaire. The 

fourth consumer dimension chosen was price consciousness. Chapter 2.5.4. portrayed 

older people in general as thrifty and cautious. In order to discover whether this price- 

consciousness becomes more acute as a result of the financial developments consequent 

on bereavement, a measure of price-consciousness was developed for the structured 

questionnaire. To date, no research has examined the impact of widowhood on any of 

these four dimensions.

The next consideration was how to operationalise these four consumer dimensions. The 

most appropriate method seemed to be some form of psychometric device. This choice 

was strongly influenced by the fact that such a device had already been used in the 

published literature to measure reluctance to complain (Mason & Bearden, 1978a; 

Moschis, 1992), perceived vulnerability (Schütz, Baird, & Hawkes, 1979), innovation 

levels (Moschis, 1992), and price-consciousness (Towle & Martin, 1976; Fox, Roscoe 

& Feigenbaum, 1984) among older consumers. All of these cited sources employed 

multi-item attitudinal-type rating scales. In chapter 6 the generation of batteries of 

statements to gauge these dimensions will be elaborated in greater detail

With regard to lifestyle dimensions, a high degree of selectivity was thought appropriate. 

Clearly a comprehensive audit of all modifications to the widow’s activities, interests, 

and opinions was beyond the remit of this thesis. Instead, it was decided to tap two 

discrete dimensions of respondents’ lifestyle. The first involved social involvement and 

sought to determine whether widows’ lifestyle had become more or less focused on
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activities outside the home as a result of bereavement. The second concerned the degree 

to which widows’ attitudes towards shopping and purchasing had altered as a result of 

bereavement. The suitability of attitudinal rating scales to measure such lifestyle 

dimensions in consumer behaviour has been widely attested to (Wells, 1975).

5.3.3

Objective Two

The second objective of this thesis concerns the degree to which sociological and 

psychological constructs relating to bereavement may influence the perceived consumer 

behaviour of older widows. The first step in this process involved the author’s own 

judgement in selecting a number of constructs likely to impact on widows’ consumption. 

All were drawn from the theoretical discussion in chapters 3 and 4. The first concerns 

the possible influence of the role of widow. Chapters 3 and 4 both highlighted the 

atypicality and nebulousness of the role of widow vis a vis other roles. A 

comprehensive sociological expose of the role of widow is beyond the remit of this 

thesis, thus a more restricted approach was adopted. It was decided to research widows’ 

general attitude and adjustment level to the role of widow, whether, as widows, they 

sensed any societal expectations on their consumer behaviour, and whether they engaged 

in the self gift-giving characteristic of other role transitions (chapter 4.3). Once again, 

the bulk of this objective was satisfied by the inclusion of multi-item attitudinal batteries 

in the structured questionnaire. In addition to this, self gifts and the perceived views of 

what others felt widows should or should not possess/purchase were also raised in the 

qualitative focus groups.

The second construct selected to satisfy this objective was "husband sanctification". As 

discussed in chapter 3.4.2, it consisted primarily in the creation of a selective biography 

of the deceased spouse. The current research sought to progress understanding of this 

facet of widowhood by asking the degree to which widows "consult" and defer to the 

imagined wishes of their spouse in their consumer decisions. It was decided to broach 

the topic in an exploratory manner in the focus groups and then to construct a battery

173



of statements to measure this spousal influence for inclusion in the structured 

questionnaire.

Chapter 3.4.1 noted how a feeling of independence and freedom was one of the few 

positive emotions sometimes associated with bereavement. No research has been 

conducted to date to investigate whether this emotion percolates through to the widow’s 

view of herself as a freer, more independent consumer with greater control over her 

resources. This possibility was tested by means of another battery of attitudinal items 

in the structured questionnaire.

Closely allied though distinct from the previous construct, is "reality testing". Discussed 

in chapter 3.4.1, it denotes tentative, piecemeal attempts by widows to function 

independently for the first time since losing their spouses. In essence a form of self

validation, it is more likely to occur in the early stages of bereavement. It was hoped 

to ascertain whether this behaviour might take the form of experimental/impulse 

purchasing or expenditure in the early stages of widowhood. Exploratory interviews 

with bereavement counsellors suggested that this was indeed the case; in some instances 

it was reported to have assumed a compulsive dimension. The range of consumer 

behaviours which might constitute reality testing was deemed too broad to permit 

inclusion in any structured research instrument. As a result this topic was broached first 

in a focus group setting and subsequently raised in personal interviews with widows.

5.3.4

Objective Three

The reasoning behind this third objective was to select a number of salient consumer 

decisions which bereavement might be expected either to modify or to introduce. The 

intention was to allow some widows "talk through" these decision areas in some detail. 

Choice of decisions was a function of the researcher’s subjective judgement. The 

decisions eventually chosen were as follows:
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A) - Accommodation.

Irrespective of whether a widow stays in her original home or not, the question of 

moving residence is likely to arise at some juncture. Whether the decision is initiated 

by the widow herself or by some third party, it is likely to prove a sensitive and 

financially significant event.

B) - Vacation.

Widows may take a holiday alone or with others. However, they can no longer do so 

as married persons. In particular, the decision to embark on the first vacation and 

indeed the vacation itself are likely to prove traumatic if they occur soon after the 

husband’s death.

C) - Product Disposition.

As mentioned in chapter 4.3, the possibility that widowhood may initiate product 

disposition rather than product acquisition has not been explored to date. Apart from 

obsolescence, some goods may be disposed of because of their overly close association 

with the deceased spouse; others may be retained for precisely the same reason. In 

either event, the decision is likely to prove a taxing one for the surviving partner.

D) - Propensity to Bequest.

Even though an older couple may have made joint decisions on how to bequest their 

property and assets, the surviving widow has at least to confirm this decision for herself. 

On the other hand, it is likely that considerable numbers of widows have never had to 

countenance this question in any form. The impact of their own perceived financial 

situation and the perceived wishes of kin on their propensity to bequest has yet to be 

researched.

E) - Saving/Investment Behaviour,

No published research could be traced on the effect of bereavement on the 

saving/investment behaviour of older widows. Increased pension provisions and 

property values are likely to result in greater numbers of widows having to deal with 

large sums of money after their husband’s demise.
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F) - Information Sources.

Chapter 2.9 reviewed the extensive literature devoted to the pre-purchase information 

sources of senior consumers. There was evidence of an unresolved debate concerning 

the primacy of personal over mass media sources for senior consumer decisions. The 

situation in the case of widows is perforce even more obscure. Chapter 3.4.2 noted an 

increased reliance by widows on their offspring in the early postmortem phase. Whether 

or not this results in a heightened reliance on these same offspring for consumption- 

related information is as yet unknown.

It was felt that the six purchase events above could only be adequately studied in the 

context of a lengthy semi-structured personal interview. To this end, it was decided to 

include all six events in the research instrument used during the personal interviews.

5.3.5

Objective Four

This objective seeks to extend the empirical research conducted to date on the economic 

circumstances surrounding widowhood. Widows’ poverty levels, both objective and 

subjective, together with the limited number of variables found to correlate with these 

poverty levels were discussed previously in chapter 4.4. The intention of this objective 

is to extend this analysis, and, in some instances, to refine the instruments used to 

operationalise these variables. For three of the five hypotheses proposed, the dependent 

variable is the respondent’s "perceived economic status". This was due firstly to the 

exigencies of the retrospective methodology adopted but also to the myriad difficulties 

involved in any objective determination of senior asset/income levels.
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5.3.6

Development of Hypotheses.

O’Byrant & Morgan (1989) found that widows who had had discussions with their 

spouse on a range of finance-related issues were more likely to report lower levels of 

subjective poverty. They labelled these discussions "financial preparation" and 

developed an index to measure it based on the number of items discussed. These items 

included pension, housing arrangements, and insurance. For the current research it was 

felt that financial preparation had been operationalised in an overly narrow fashion by 

these authors and should be extended to include items which the widow-to-be may have 

discussed with some third party. This extended index will be described in detail in the 

next chapter. It was also felt that O’Bryant & Morgan’s (1989) work might be enhanced 

by investigating whether financial preparation, understood in this sense, correlated not 

just with a once-off measure of subjective economic status but with the prevalence of 

"pockets" of relative economic deprivation throughout widowhood. Thus the first 

hypothesis proposed is :

H, - Widows with greater financial preparation before the death of their husband are 

more likely to have a higher perceived economic status and likely to experience 

fewer periods of financial hardship.

O’Bryant & Morgan (1989) also found that women who had had greater experience of 

financial management throughout married life, and in particular during the last year of 

their husband’s life, reported lower levels of subjective poverty during widowhood. The 

term "financial experience" was used by them to denote a range of financial behaviours 

such as possessing credit cards and saving accounts, and paying most household bills in 

the last year of the husband’s life. Each behaviour engaged in merited a score of one 

on a composite index. It was decided to adopt a similar index for the Irish widows in 

this research. However, certain behaviour items deemed inappropriate for older women 

in this country were deleted from this study. For example, the high levels of self tax 

assessment in the U.S. prompted the deletion of "preparing annual income tax forms" 

from the index.
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H2 - Widows who were more involved in the financial affairs of the household while 

married are more likely to have a higher perceived economic status.

Very little published research exists on the subject of the incomes of older consumers 

in Ireland. Even less is known about the income and assets of the widowed elderly. 

Whelan & Vaughan (1982) found that the average weekly income of seniors in rural 

areas exceeded that of urban seniors; this applied to both single, widowed, and married 

people. In contrast, the sole U.S. study located which addressed the rural/urban divide 

(Thompson, 1980) found that rural widows enjoyed a substantially lower economic status 

than their urban counterparts. Since this latter study was comprised exclusively of 

widows and was based on longitudinal data over a decade, it was decided to frame the 

third hypothesis in accordance with its findings:

H3 - Rural widows are likely to experience lower perceived economic status than 

urban widows.

O’Bryant (1990) raised the question of whether forewarning of the husband’s impending 

death might occasion discussions with him on the wife’s future economic well-being - 

that "anticipatory grieving" would lead to financial preparation. It is proposed to retest 

O’Bryant’s hypothesis using the broadened measure of financial preparation elaborated 

in hypothesis 1 above:

H4 - Wives who are aware of their husband’s impending death are more likely to 

prepare for the financial implications of widowhood.

Many of the variables relating to this fourth objective refer to facets of the widow’s pre- 

and post-bereavement financial behaviour. As yet, little attempt has been made to relate 

any of these variables to broader aspects of the widow’s consumer profile. Most authors 

attest to the fact that widowhood is likely to lead to some diminution in financial status 

(Zick & Smith, 1986; Bound et al., 1991). In the fifth hypothesis it is proposed to test 

whether widows with reduced economic resources perceive themselves to have become 

more price-conscious.
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H5 - Women whose financial situation has deteriorated during widowhood will be 

more likely to report higher levels of price consciousness.

Conclusion

This chapter examined the findings of two separate strands of exploratory research. The 

first strand, an "experience survey" of marketing practitioners dealing with older 

consumers, pointed to marital status as a promising segmentation variable for this 

market. Specifically, older widows were instanced as a segment whose particular needs 

as consumers had neither been researched nor addressed. The second exploratory strand 

involved in-depth interviews with two bereavement counsellors both of whom confirmed 

that research on the impact of a number of psychological and sociological concomitants 

of widowhood on consumption was a worthwhile endeavour.

The insights from the exploratory research were then combined with the findings of 

bibliographical material to assist in the refinement of four central research objectives and 

the development of five hypotheses. An examination of these objectives suggested the 

inclusion of both positivist/quantitative and phenomenological/qualitative elements in the 

final research design.

It was felt that objective one could be best satisfied by first discussing the range of 

consumer behaviour and lifestyle dimensions in an unstructured focus group setting. 

Insights and appropriate discourse for these dimensions could then be incorporated into 

a structured questionnaire which would then permit quantification of these dimensions. 

Evidence was adduced from the literature in support of using multi-item attitudinal scales 

to measure these dimensions.

The sociological and psychological constructs in objective two also suggested a variety 

of research instruments. All were first broached in the focus groups. The majority 

(self-gifts, societal expectations of widows, adjustment to widowhood, husband

179



sanctification) lent themselves to farther analysis through batteries of psychometric 

statements in a structured questionnaire. However, some constructs (reality-testing and 

role salience) manifested themselves in such a variety of forms that personal interviews 

were deemed more appropriate.

The intention of the third objective was to facilitate respondents in "talking through" a 

number of key consumer events. As this would involve considerable time and probing, 

the personal interview was also chosen for this objective. The fourth and final objective 

was the basis for a number of hypotheses. The literature had shown that the variables 

involved in these hypotheses could be operationalised in a structured quantitative 

research instrument.

In conclusion, the research objectives suggested the incorporation of three different 

though complementary instruments in the research design - focus groups, structured 

questionnaires, and personal interviews. As it was assumed that prospective respondents 

would prove willing to provide the information necessary to satisfy all objectives, the 

research instruments proposed were direct in character. The next chapter will discuss 

the development, refinement and administration of these three research instruments.
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CHAPTER SIX 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DISCUSSION OF

OBJECTIVES



CHAPTER 6.

Research Design,

The purpose of this chapter is to elucidate the research design adopted to satisfy the 

stated objectives. Figure 6.1 below shows the sequence in which the various stages were 

carried out. As indicated in the previous chapter, the research design comprised three 

principal elements - focus groups, structured questionnaire, and personal interviews. 

The development and administration of the requisite instrument for each element and the 

selection of their respective populations are discussed in the remainder of this chapter.

181



Focus Group Methodology.

6.2

The first strand of the research to be conducted with widows themselves involved a 

series of focus groups. Insights gleaned from both phases of the preliminary research - 

the experience survey and counsellor interviews - were combined with relevant themes 

from chapters 2 and 3 to construct a focus group schedule. The prevalence of such 

groups in current marketing research has been noted (Tynan & Drayton, 1988b; Kinnear 

& Taylor, 1991) as have the advantages of combining such groups with other survey 

techniques to achieve a triadic research methodology (Chisnall, 1992; Wolff, Knodel, 

& Sittitrai, 1993). Faulkner (1982) advocates such a procedure as an antidote to what 

he terms "resource myopia" and Sykes (1991) notes now such triangulation with 

quantitative data can bolster the instrumental validity of the original qualitative work. 

For present purposes, it is noteworthy that one of the proponents of this triadic use of 

focus groups used them in this way to investigate the relationships between widows and 

their families (Morgan, 1988).

The decision to employ focus groups as opposed to other forms of qualitative research 

was made with the following considerations in mind:-

i) Group discussion on some of the topics in question were likely to produce data 

and insights which would be less accessible without the interaction found in

groups.

ii) A central issue in opting for group rather than individual in-depth interviews 

was whether the topics concerned would normally feature in everyday discussions 

among respondents. This seemed eminently the case for widows, most of whom 

felt that other widows were the only people with whom they could discuss 

bereavement-related issues.

iii) Focus groups are particularly suited to areas of research where there is as yet 

no clear set of predefined issues (Morgan, 1988).
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iv) Focus groups are most productive where the intention is to tap participants’ 

experiences rather than their opinions or more descriptive dimensions (Gordon 

& Langmaid, 1988)

To this end, four focus groups were conducted in the Greater Dublin area. Two 

locations, Walkinstown and North City Centre, were selected to represent middle to 

working class widows. The two other groups were in Dun Laoghaire and Bray, and 

were comprised of widows from middle and upper middle classes. The occupations of 

deceased spouses were determined in advance. Morgan (1988) states that three to four 

is the optimum number of focus groups to conduct for a single area of research. As 

suggested by Tynan & Drayton (1988b) and Robson & Foster (1989) membership of 

each group was restricted to five to eight respondents. All participants were members 

of the survey population outlined in the next section. They were recruited through 

contacts in widows, church, or active retirement organisations. Such recruitment raised 

the question of acquaintanceship among respondents. The debate on whether group 

members should or should not know each other in advance remains unresolved (Fern, 

1982; Tynan & Drayton, 1988b). However, there is a growing body of research 

supporting the view that acquaintanceship levels do not affect either the quality or the 

quantity of insights obtained from such groups (Parasuraman, 1986; Nelson & 

Frontczak, 1988).

All discussions were conducted in convenient hotel/hostelry accommodation and were 

recorded on tape. The average duration was one hour twenty minutes. All discussions 

were held either in the morning or early afternoon to minimise the likelihood of fatigue. 

The moderator schedule used is reproduced in appendix 2. The schedule was roughly 

chronological in structure nursing participants through the pre- and post-bereavement 

phases. As with any such schedule, its main purpose was to afford thematic cohesion 

rather than a rigid sequence of questions. Campbell (1988) noted how important it is 

with senior focus groups to stress that "group attitudes" rather than individual views will 

be reported and that there are no "right answers" to the themes put by the moderator. 

These admonitions were incorporated into the introduction to each discussion.
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The method of analysis employed was that outlined by Gordon & Langmaid (1988), 

Robson & Foster (1989), and Knodel (1993). It was felt that the significance of 

disagreement, hesitation, obfuscation, and nuance could be lost through exclusive 

reliance on reportage, multiple mention, or computer analysis. The objectives of these 

focus groups were as follows

i) To allow widowed participants explore their experiences of bereavement under 

a number of headings identified both in the socio-psychological literature and in 

the exploratory research.

ii) To assist in compiling an appropriate discourse and terminology on 

bereavement and consumption to incorporate into subsequent quantitative 

research.

iii) To generate a pool of attitudinal statements on widowhood and related 

consumer behaviour for use in a structured questionnaire.

It can be seen from these objectives that the focus groups were both phenomenological 

(familiarisation with the language and experience of respondents) and exploratory 

(yielding insights for subsequent validation) in character (Percy, 1982; McDonald, 

1993).

Population Parameters.

After focus groups had been conducted, the next stage of the research design centred on 

the administration of a structured questionnaire to a large sample of widows. To be 

complete, any sample population should be defined in terms of elements, sampling units, 

extent, and time (Kinnear & Taylor, 1991).
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The elements for this sample were non-institutionalised females aged 60 and over on the 

date they were approached, who had lost their spouse within the last decade. Hoinville 

(1983) has remarked how, for probability samples, "the elderly" is de facto two 

populations, one institutionalised, the other non-institutionalised. Problems of morbidity 

and third party "gatekeeper" effect are more pronounced in the institutional population.

Women who were now widowed after more than one marriage were eligible sample 

elements; widows who were presently remarried were not. Widows who had been 

separated from their husbands for any length of time while married were deemed 

members of the target population. The choice of the 60 year cut-off was determined by 

two considerations. First, the more rigorous studies of older widows have used this age 

limit (Morgan, 1984; O’Bryant & Morgan, 1989; O’Bryant, 1991). Second, the most 

frequently used chronological cut-off for senior consumer behaviour studies is 65 for 

men and 60 for women (Bone, 1991). The ten year recall limit was prompted by the 

work of Ridley, Bachrach, & Dawson (1979).

As a multi-stage sampling methodology was used, a number of different sampling units 

were utilised. These will be discussed in detail in chapter 6.5 below. The extent of the 

population denotes all eligible widows living in the Republic of Ireland. The time at 

which the survey population was approached spanned the period November 1992 to 

March 1993.

Sampling Options.

The widespread preference for non-probability institutional or convenience samples when 

researching older people’s consumer behaviour has been noted by Bernhardt & Kinnear 

(1976). In studies of older widows, this preference has been even more pronounced 

(Gentry & Shulman, 1985). This should come as no surprise; older widows are a 

widely dispersed population which cannot be easily identified and for whom no adequate 

and complete sampling frame exists on a national basis. For these reasons a studied 

attempt was made in this thesis to generate a representative probability sample of older
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Irish widows. To the author’s knowledge no such sample has ever been used in any 

studies of Irish widows in any age group.

The problems associated with probability samples of widows has spurred some 

researchers to generate a number of innovative sampling methodologies. These will now 

be discussed in turn and reasons given for adopting the method used in this study.

METHOD 1.

O’Bryant & Morgan (1989) and O’Bryant (1991) used a two-step sampling method. 

First, newspaper obituary notices for older men (63+) were obtained over a designated 

time span. Second, death records were consulted for the same period to identify deaths 

for which no obituary had been published and/or to obtain the addresses of the deceased. 

This option was not selected for a number of reasons. First, the two studies above were 

confined to the newspapers and death records of one U.S. Midwestern county deemed 

"typically American". For a national Irish sample complications would arise. If the 

primary sampling units were obituary notices, which death records would be consulted 

to supply the missing unpublished deaths? If obituaries were dispensed with altogether 

and a random selection of dispensary/death records were taken over a certain period, 

problems would remain. Irish death records do not indicate the age of the spouse; 

indeed, age differentials between spouses in rural Ireland can be quite pronounced 

(Curtin, 1986). This consideration, allied with the fact that many widows identified in 

this manner may have died or moved residence in the interim, means that such a 

sampling frame would include sizeable numbers of ineligible, superfluous, and non- 

contactable elements.

METHOD B.

A second methodological option involves creating a sampling frame from the general 

population as one would for any minority grouping. Such a system for sampling elderly 

populations has been proposed by Brown & Ritchie (1981) in the U.K.. Using 

systematic sampling, the general population is screened for the presence of the minority 

population. If every n th house is the sampling interval, then respondents at that address 

are asked if a minority population member resides there. They are also asked if a

187



minority population member resides in n - 1 houses right or left of that address. Such 

a two-tiered system for generating a minority sampling frame is highly costly. As 

proposed by Brown & Ritchie, it also seems more appropriate for densely populated 

urban or suburban locations. Furthermore, it presupposes considerable knowledge on 

the part of householders concerning their neighbours.

A somewhat similar, though less costly, method was generated in the U.S. by Lee & 

Finney (1977). In essence a two-stage design, it first involves the enumeration of 

elderly individuals residing in a probability sample of households. This was 

accomplished by mailing a questionnaire to a systematic sample of households drawn 

from all the phone directories in a particular state. It asked for the names of all 

household residents over 60. After this screening process, the second stage involved 

mailing the survey instrument to all the over 60’s identified. Using one follow-up letter, 

a response rate of 75 % was achieved. Both the high response rate and the low cost 

made this design an attractive proposition for this study. However, the sampling frame 

from which the primary sampling units were drawn would contain a sizeable proportion 

of missing elements and would thus be an inadequate frame for the survey population 

in question (Kish, 1965). Older Irish households, especially in rural areas have 

disproportionately low levels of telephone ownership (Daly & O’Connor, 1984). 

Furthermore, since the survey population in question here is much smaller than "all over 

60’s", postal costs would have been appreciably higher to secure a requisite number of 

widows.

METHOD C .

The third methodological option available to sample older households is outlined by 

Hoinville (1983). It too involves a two-tier screening process whereby a large scale 

survey such as an omnibus or national household survey is used to identify a random 

sample of elderly respondents; it is especially useful if a relatively small final sample is 

required. The main advantages of this system are speed and low cost, however it does 

entail a number of difficulties relating to non-response. As a variation of this system 

was eventually adopted for this study, a fuller discussion of how it was conducted 

follows in the next section.
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6.5

Sampling Methodology.

The first screening process was carried out by means of a monthly national probability 

survey conducted for the E.C. by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) in 

Dublin. Known as "the consumer survey", its primary purpose is to measure propensity 

to spend by consumers in the various E.C. member states. This is done by means of 

a structured pre-coded questionnaire administered by field staff. The method by which 

the sample is generated has been explained by Whelan (1979); its acronym is 

"RANSAM". For present purposes it should be noted that RANSAM incorporates three 

features distinguishing it from simple random samples. First, it is a multi-stage 

technique. Here, the sampling frame is the Electoral Register which comprises a large 

number of "books", each of which lists sequentially the names of electors for a single 

polling district. These polling districts are the primary sampling units. A random 

sample of these districts is then selected. The individual electors within the chosen 

polling districts then become secondary sampling units and a random sample of electors 

in the chosen districts is then undertaken. The second feature of RANSAM is that it is 

an epsem sample; for both stages of this multi-stage sample, units are selected 

systematically to ensure that each element in the population has an equal probability of 

selection. Thirdly, the achieved sample is stratified geographically.

Whelan & Vaughan (1982) used this sampling technique to generate a sample of Irish 

elderly. Interviewers for the E.C. survey asked how many over 65 year olds there were 

resident in each of the households to which they called. After this screening process, 

interviewers returned to interview the identified older sample; a response rate of 81% 

was achieved. For the present study it was decided to modify this procedure slightly. 

After administering the E.C. questionnaire, interviewers were instructed to ask whether 

any member of the household was a member of the target population. If a positive 

response was received, the respondent/widow was asked if she would be willing to 

complete a questionnaire on widowhood there and then.
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There were a number of reasons for this modification. First, it would depress costs by 

obviating the necessity for field staff to revisit the household; this would also reduce the 

length of time needed to conduct the study. However, a more compelling reason was 

the desire to minimise the non-response rate. The survey population was very much a 

minority population, moreso than the over 65 population, so a low non-response rate was 

of critical importance. It was hoped that approaching the widow in person on this first 

call would minimise both the refusal rate and the mobility problems encountered by 

Whelan & Vaughan (1982) who had chosen to revisit the sample they had identified 

earlier.

A further advantage of selecting a sample of widows screened by means of RANSAM 

is that the Electoral Register which it uses as a sampling frame has fewer missing 

elements for older households than for any other type of household - 1% in the U.K. 

according to Hoinville (1983). Thus the Electoral Register is probably the most 

adequate sampling frame for households in which members of the target population 

reside and to this extent the survey population for this study approximates to the target 

population as closely as is practicable (Moser & Kalton, 1975).

The foregoing discussion should not obscure a number of questions this methodology 

gives rise to:

i) The non-response rate for the initial E.C. survey may be higher than that of a 

purposely administered screening survey to isolate members of the target 

population.

ii) In cases where the respondent for the E.C. survey is also a member of the target 

population, she has de facto two opportunities to refuse; refusal rates for the 

widows questionnaire may be increased as a result of fatigue induced by the 

initial E.C. survey.
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iii) Where an eligible widow resides in the household but is not the respondent for 

the E.C. survey, the latter may exercise an overprotective "gatekeeper" influence 

and prevent access to the eligible widow.

iv) Since the initial E.C. sample is drawn from the Electoral Register and is an 

epsem sample, households with a greater number of electors have a higher chance 

of selection. Thus, the initial sample is biased against smaller, single person 

households; eligible widows residing in multi-person households will have a 

higher chance of selection.

Clearly, there was little that could be done to minimise the first of these problems. 

Coping with the second and third problems was ultimately contingent upon the expertise 

and judgement of field staff. To this end, they were given a number of specific 

instructions, details of which are discussed in chapter 6.7 below. With regard to the 

fourth problem, Whelan & Vaughan (1982) suggest a comparison of the proportion of 

sample households falling into the various household size categories with the proportions 

for the general population in order to derive a suitable weighting factor to compensate 

for this bias. After these four possible shortcomings of the chosen methodology had 

been evaluated, the next step in the research design was to select and develop an 

appropriate survey instrument.

Selection and Development of Survey Instrument.

The selection of a survey instrument was dictated by a number of considerations. A 

telephone survey was ruled out because of low telephone ownership levels among the 

target population and more fundamentally because sample elements were being located 

in person by field staff. A personal interview was then contemplated but was eventually 

turned down for a number of reasons. First, older respondents have been shown to be 

more prone to interviewer effect than any other age group (Burton & Hennon, 1980; 

Collins, 1982; Hoinville, 1983). Second, a greater number of topics are likely to be
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deemed sensitive by older respondents than by younger respondents (Hoinville, 1983). 

The structured questionnaire was to comprise a number of topics (perceived financial 

status, income sources, relationship with deceased spouse) likely to be seen as sensitive. 

Moser & Kalton (1975), Sudman & Bradbum (1982), and Chisnall (1992) have pointed 

to the suitability of a more impersonal research instrument for such sensitive or 

threatening topics. Third, several of the variables to be investigated required the use of 

rating scales; such scales are more successfully administered using some form of self

administered instrument.

The above considerations suggested the suitability of some form of self-administered 

questionnaire. A standard mail questionnaire seemed impracticable; the elderly register 

high non-response rates for postal surveys (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977; Tantiwong & 

Wilton, 1985) and would be rather absurd in the context of this research given that the 

interviewer would be face to face with the respondent.

Accordingly, a variation of the postal survey was adopted. Babbie (1973) has termed 

this variation "the home delivery". Field staff were instructed at the pilot stage to leave 

a copy of the questionnaire in a stamped addressed envelope with each eligible 

respondent asking them to post it when completed. This approach was expected to 

increase the response rate by permitting field staff explain the purpose of the study to 

prospective respondents. The major argument against adopting a self-administered 

instrument is that such instruments are obviously biased in favour of the perceptually 

competent (Smith & Moschis, 1985). For this reason, frail elderly people and the "old 

old" tend to be underrepresented in mail surveys (Lumpkin, Greenberg, & Goldstucker, 

1985).

However, it was felt that if a concerted attempt was made in the questionnaire design 

and layout to make allowances for visual decrements and if question complexity was 

minimised, this bias could be significantly reduced. Finally it will be seen in the 

following paragraphs, that a major component of the questionnaire consists of a battery 

of attitudinal statements. Respondents are likely to exhibit greater candour in responding 

to such statements if the questionnaire is self-administered (Sudman & Bradbum, 1982).
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The next step was to develop a version of the survey instrument to be pretested. A 

number of factors had to be borne in mind in designing this instrument. The data 

requirements for objectives one, two, and four suggested the suitability of a closed 

structured format. Closed rather than open questions are more suited to a self

administered research instrument (Sudman & Bradbum, 1982) and elderly respondents 

in particular appear to be less well able to cope with the open question format (Collins, 

1982). For these reasons, a closed question format was used wherever possible.

The design and layout of questionnaires are of paramount importance when self

administered; physical appearance alone can secure acceptance (Boyd & Westfall, 1972). 

If prospective respondents pick up a questionnaire and find it both interesting and easy 

to follow, they have already made a psychological commitment of sorts to it (Berdie, 

Anderson, & Niebuhr, 1986). Design, layout, and comprehensibility are doubly 

important for older respondents given the range of sensory decrements to which they are 

susceptible. The initial version of the questionnaire is reproduced in appendix 5. It 

incorporates a number of features intended to facilitate older respondents.

The primary concern was to provide a questionnaire which appeared open and "airy" 

without visual clutter. The services of a graphic designer were engaged in the early 

design stage to ensure this requirement was met. A booklet form was used, questions 

appeared on one side of each page, and with the exception of question 11, no question 

spilled over on to a succeeding page. The amount of writing required of respondents 

was kept to an absolute minimum; in most cases a tick sufficed. Large lettering (14cpi) 

was employed in all questions and, as suggested by Campanelli (1991), black print on 

white paper was used throughout.

Sudman & Bradbum (1982) point to an upper limit of fifteen pages for self-administered 

questionnaires, however, discussions with ESRI staff on the nature of the target 

population prompted a lower limit of twelve to thirteen pages. While most 

questionnaires adopt a funnel or inverted funnel format (Weiers, 1988), the format 

adopted for this study was broadly chronological - a format particularly suited to 

questions with a recall dimension (Sudman & Bradbum, 1982).
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The purpose of question 1 of the survey was to obtain a general impression of how 

consumer decisions were made while the couple were married. It was not practicable 

to broach individual product or service areas. The husband-dominated, wife-dominated, 

syncratic classification system was suggested by Davis & Rigaux (1974).

Questions 2 and 3 combined were to provide a composite index of the widow’s financial 

experience while married. A financial experience index proposed by O’Bryant & 

Morgan (1989) was modified by deleting a financial behaviour thought inappropriate for 

this survey population - filling in income tax returns. Question 4 was intended to tap 

a variable as yet unaddressed in the literature on widowhood. Several authors have 

probed the presence/absence of discussions with the spouse before death. However, no- 

one has sought to ask whether the widow-to-be desired such discussions in the first 

place.

Questions 5 and 7 were intended to form a composite index of the wife’s financial 

preparation for widowhood. O’Bryant & Morgan operationalised financial preparation 

by asking widows if they had had discussions with their spouse on life insurance, his 

pension, and the wife’s future financial situation. Remarks by some widows in the focus 

groups prompted the addition of discussions of the husband’s will and the wife’s future 

housing arrangements. These five discussion items in total appear in question 5. 

However, it was also felt that, given their husband’s condition, some widows might turn 

to a third party with whom they could discuss their situation. These possible discussants 

are listed in question 7. No research to date has explored this aspect of the wife’s 

preparation for widowhood.

It was also felt that a further dimension to the wife’s financial preparation for 

widowhood was her knowledge of a number of key financial matters, irrespective of 

whether she had discussed them with her husband or some third party. Question 8 

attempts to measure awareness of four such financial matters.

Questions 9 and 10 correspond to those used by O’Bryant (1991) to measure the 

presence and degree of what she termed "anticipatory grieving". Widows who knew of
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their husband’s impending death for a month or more were deemed to have been 

forewarned.

Question 11 comprises thirty eight attitudinal statements to assess respondents on ten 

different consumer/lifestyle dimensions outlined in objectives one, two, and three. 

Multi-item scales for each dimension were preferred due to the inherent limitations of 

single-item measures (Churchill, 1979). The items were drawn from three sources: 

published research, statements made by focus group participants, and items specifically 

designed for this study. Appendix 6 shows how individual items were allocated to their 

respective dimensions in the first draft of the questionnaire. In constructing these scale 

items, a concerted effort was made to ensure brevity and clarity, to avoid neutral 

statements, and to ensure a balance between positive and negative items in order to 

minimise response set (Oppenheim, 1968; Moser & Kalton, 1975).

Negative statements were reverse scored, a process which does not appear to yield lower 

reliability scores (Churchill & Peter, 1984). As can be seen in appendix 5, a five point 

rating scale followed each scale item. The suitability of a five point scale for self- 

administered questionnaires in particular had been noted by Berdie, Anderson, & 

Niebuhr (1986).

Questions 12 and 13 were intended to measure respondents’ perceived relative and 

perceived current economic status respectively. Zick & Smith (1986) and Bound et al. 

(1991) attested to the occurrence of pockets of poverty in the early years of bereavement 

for a number of widows. Both studies employed longitudinal financial/income data to 

analyse these pockets. In the absence of similar data for this thesis, a subjective 

estimation of such pockets was sought in questions 14 and 15. Question 14 was phrased 

in such a way that respondents would not see themselves denigrating their late husbands 

by admitting periods of financial hardship. It was also felt that a dichotomous question 

format would fail to capture the intensity/conviction with which answers were proffered. 

To this end a graphic scale was specially constructed. On a superficial level, question 

15 probes the times during widowhood when pockets of poverty were likely to occur. 

However, it also operated as a double check to question 14. All respondents, even those

195



ticking "5" in question 14, were expected at least to consider question 15.

The list of possible constituents of widows’ income in question 16 mirrors that proposed 

by Bound et al. (1991). However, some modifications were made to cater for the range 

of social endowments available to widows in Ireland. The choice of constituents of 

income rather than amount of income reflects the high levels of underreporting on this 

topic (Crystal, 1986) and a concern not to depress response rates by being over 

intrusive.

Questions 17 and 18 examine the role of television in the lives of widows. Section 2.8.1 

noted the prominence of television in the lives of older people. The purpose here was 

to examine whether bereavement and its attendant impact on social networks would 

affect widows’ programme preferences and viewing motivations. The viewing 

motivations checklist in question 18 is a slightly truncated version of that developed by 

Fouts (1989).

Questions 20 to 33 are primarily classificatory in nature. In addition to the standard 

demographics, respondents were also asked in questions 21-23 whether they now 

exercised primary control over three representative spending decisions. The intention 

here was to see if this was affected by household composition. Given the importance 

accorded employment history by O’Bryant (1991) in determining psychological well

being in widowhood, three questions (24-26) were devoted to the widow’s work history. 

Finally, it appears that phrasing of age questions is not as critical for older respondents 

as it can be for other age groups (Kerin & Peterson, 1978).

Pretesting and Piloting of the Survey Instrument.

For the purposes of this thesis, "pretesting" will refer to the testing of the questionnaire 

alone, and "piloting" to the entire process of data collection and preliminary analysis. 

Kinnear & Taylor (1991) suggest that pretests should employ the same research medium

196



to be used in the final survey. It should also be administered by the research director 

who is likely to be more sensitive to problems associated with the instrument (Tull & 

Hawkins, 1993). It is more important that the pretest sample comprise a wide range of 

the target population than that it be a random sample (Reynolds, Diamantopoulos, & 

Schlegelmilch, 1993)

In line with these considerations, the draft questionnaire (Appendix 5) was delivered in 

person to the homes of a purposive sample drawn from the target population (N =  31). 

An effort was made to ensure the inclusion of the recently and long term bereaved, and 

of a comprehensive socio-economic mix. Each questionnaire was then collected by the 

researcher who discussed it with the widow concerned. Questions were put regarding 

legibility, ease of completion, comprehensibility, and time allocated (Babbie, 1973).

Respondents reported no major difficulties in completing the questionnaire. Most had 

taken between 15 to 20 minutes to complete it and none had required the assistance of 

a third party. The completed questionnaires were then analysed using SPSS-X. This 

analysis, combined with isolated remarks from individual widows, led to a number of 

modifications to the draft questionnaire which will now be itemised

The response categories for question 4 were reduced from three to two as the "often" 

category received no endorsement. In question 7, the "someone else" option was deleted 

as it had not been utilised by any of the pretest respondents. The various state pension 

schemes in question 16 were collapsed into one reducing the number of options from 10 

to 8. It can also be seen that the instructions for questions 16 and 18 have been made 

more explicit on the final draft. A third option, joint decision making, was inserted in 

questions 21 - 23.

The most substantial changes occurred in question 11. As mentioned earlier, this 

question contained ten different multi-item scales to measure a range of consumption and 

lifestyle dimensions. As each scale contained one or more items constructed specifically 

for this research, a detailed analysis of each scale was conducted. Apart from examining 

frequency distributions and crosstabulations for each scale, it was also felt necessary to
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produce a correlation matrix for each scale and thereby calculate an inter-item reliability 

coefficient (Kerlinger, 1986). Both Oppenheim (1966) and Moser & Kalton (1975) 

suggest Cronbach’s Alpha as the most suitable coefficient to estimate the internal 

consistency of attitudinal scale items (Cronbach, 1951).

As this was a pretest, and because the sample size was small, a reliability coefficient of 

.40 was used as a cut-off. If a scale reliability estimate dropped below this level, a 

number of corrective procedures were instituted. First, alpha coefficients were 

calculated for each scale where each of the items was deleted from that scale in turn 

(Brannick, Kelly, & McCarthy, 1983). This process helped to isolate "outlier" items 

which were subsequently removed from the draft questionnaire. Second, this same 

process helped improve the reliability coefficients of scales which already exceeded the 

.40 limit. Third, in the case of one dimension - Vulnerability/Reluctance to Complain - 

this process suggested the existence of two distinct dimensions. Lastly, scales where 

manipulation failed to yield a satisfactory coefficient were rigorously scrutinised to check 

whether respondents were interpreting the items as intended. This scrutiny threw 

considerable light on some of the more problematic scales which were modified 

substantially.

Ultimately, the construction of batteries of attitudinal statements is a matter of effecting 

a judicious trade-off between construct validity and maximising reliability. Each item 

in a scale should contribute some unique variance not tapped by other items if it is to 

be a valid measure. On the other hand, an over exacting reliability coefficient may 

produce a scale of near identical statements but of questionable validity.

An examination of the response categories in the pretest questionnaires revealed minimal 

use of the midpoint category. In addition to this, Moser & Kalton (1975) have noted the 

danger in offering respondents non-committal options for attitudinal items. Excluding 

such an option does not affect the ratio of responses among the remaining categories 

(Converse & Presser, 1986), nor does it increase measurement error (Churchill & Peter, 

1984). In the present context, a forced choice version seemed particularly appropriate. 

All respondents should have been familiar with the central core of these batteries -
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widowhood itself.

Sudman & Bradbum (1982) have also argued for the deletion of the "no opinion" 

category from self-administered survey instruments in particular; the absence of an 

interviewer may permit a respondent lapse into a neutral response set. However, 

deletion of a midpoint seems singularly appropriate in the case of older respondents. 

Chapter 2.4.2 noted a tendency for older people, faced with any form of cognitive test, 

to "omit rather than to commit", to shy away from giving an answer rather than give the 

"wrong answer" (Schmidt, 1975). For this reason Phillips & Stemthal (1977) advocate 

that the "no opinion" category be omitted on all questionnaires for the elderly. This 

alteration was incorporated into the final draft of the questionnaire (Appendix 8) which 

was then piloted.

The administration of the finalised questionnaire was piloted on a random sample of 250 

Dublin households by ESRI field staff. Contact was made with 10 eligible widows - a 

"strike rate" of 3 to 4 % had been hoped for. However, of the ten questionnaires 

delivered, only three had been returned within a fortnight. After consultation with ESRI 

staff, it was decided to alter the collection procedure. Field staff were now instructed 

to wait in the widow’s home until she had completed the questionnaire. Questionnaires 

were only to be left by field staff if an eligible widow was either absent or indisposed. 

The precise instructions for field staff are reproduced in appendix 4. It is important to 

stress that the pilot test resulted in a modification to the method of questionnaire 

collection and not to the method of questionnaire administration.

Sample Size Estimation.

Sample size determination for most market research studies is usually a compromise 

between technical elegance on one hand and the practical constraints of precision, time 

and cost considerations, and analysis procedures on the other (Kinnear & Taylor, 1991). 

This is especially the case for multivariate research such as the present study. Accurate
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sample size estimation using traditional statistical techniques normally requires a desired 

precision level, confidence level, and an estimate of population variability (Yates, 1981). 

The third requirement is especially difficult to secure in the context of the present study 

population. Many variables under discussion are either unresearched, operationalised 

in a different manner, or previously measured using U.S. data of questionable 

applicability. Estimates of variance are thus highly problematic. According to Kish 

(1965) the small size of the pretest sample precludes the possibility of producing a 

serviceable estimate of variance of any of the variables from this source.

While cost considerations were minimal, time considerations were of greater moment. 

Each monthly "sweep" of the ESRI survey contacts a thousand households. After five 

months, an achieved sample of 196 eligible widows had been obtained from 5000 

households contacted. With a mean of 39 widows per sweep, proceeding further with 

sampling would yield diminishing returns in terms of precision levels. It was also noted 

that an achieved sample of 196 widows approximates to the 200 sample size suggested 

by Tull & Hawkins (1993) for the study of "special" populations with few subgroups. 

The achieved sample size would also permit a 3x2 matrix with 30 widows in each cell.

6.9

Administration of Survey Questionnaire.

Researching older widows presents peculiar advantages and problems. The use of 

"interviews" as a strategem to gain unlawful entry to older households appears 

widespread in the U.S. (Sherman & Brittan, 1973) and has increased refusal rates. If 

this credibility hurdle can be overcome however, the elderly are thought to be more co

operative respondents for topics which they find relevant (Hoinville, 1983). 

Unfortunately, this co-operativeness has been less forthcoming in the U.S. both when 

bereavement was the subject matter of the interview (Stroebe & Stroebe, 1983) and when 

respondents were the recently bereaved (Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domittner, 1988).
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Crucial to obtaining the co-operation of elderly widowed respondents is the profile of 

field staff (Phillips & Stemthal, 1977). Ideally they should be middle-aged and female 

(O’Bryant, 1991); fortunately most of the ESRI field staff engaged fitted this description.

The possibility of offering an incentive to eligible widows to improve recall was 

broached with ESRI staff. However, it was decided against because such incentives 

improve the recall ability of older respondents only when there is an element of time 

pressure present (Hartley & Walsh, 1980) or when the incentive itself is quite substantial 

(Hill, Storandt, & Simeone, 1990).

As this survey was an adjunct to the E.C. survey, fixed costs for this research were not 

an issue. Field staff were paid a premium for each completed questionnaire returned. 

Field staff were debriefed by the author after the first month’s national sweep. No 

major difficulties were in evidence. Two interviewers remarked that each had 

encountered a case where they themselves had had to assist widows in completing their 

questionnaires and that having to do so had lengthened the time taken considerably. 

Another field worker encountered a recently bereaved widow who could only half 

complete her questionnaire as she had found the experience too arduous. This instance 

served as a reminder to the other field staff present not to exert undue pressure on 

repondents who were recently bereaved.

The question of non-response level was also broached with field staff at this stage. A 

non-response rate of 7% was recorded on this first sweep. Interviewers felt that refusals 

for the widows survey would continue to be minimal over succeeding months and that 

the problem of locating eligible respondents was of greater moment. The small non

response rate bode well for non-response bias as well. The ESRI check bi-annually for 

non-response bias in the EC survey. These checks have consistently shown an 

acceptable match between the general population and survey samples. With a miniscule 

refusal rate, it was felt that this assurance applied equally to the sample of widows.
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6.10

Personal Interviews with Subsample.

The third research instrument necessary to fulfill the data requirements of this study was 

a personal interview. It will be remembered that the purpose of these interviews was 

to enable respondents discuss how they may have dealt with a number of significant 

consumer decisions likely to arise during widowhood. The subject matter in question 

suggested the use of a standardised open ended survey instrument (Patton, 1984) - a 

standardised instrument to reduce the interviewer bias to which older respondents are 

prone, an open ended instrument to permit a modicum of flexibility through probing. 

The survey instrument used is reproduced in appendix 8. The consumer areas covered 

include moving house, early post bereavement purchases, product information sources, 

product disposition, saving/investment behaviour, propensity to bequest, 

vacations/leisure activities, and a brief test of the salience of the role of widow. With 

the exception of the social network index in question 76 used by Lawther (1978), all of 

the items were constructed specifically for this research.

Respondents for these interviews were a "call back" subsample of the national survey 

described in chapter 6.9 above. Question 35 on the survey questionnaire had asked 

respondents’ willingness to be interviewed further on topics relating to widowhood; to 

this extent the subsample was self selected. The advantage of using such subsamples for 

more in-depth investigations has been noted by Selltiz et al. (1976). In particular, it 

affords the opportunity to complement and illuminate data from one instrument with data 

from another for the same set of respondents. 20% (n = 39) of the survey respondents 

agreed to be interviewed. All of these interviews were conducted by the author in 

Counties Dublin, Wicklow, Carlow, Westmeath, Cork, Tipperary, Limerick, Galway, 

Offaly, Cavan, Sligo, and Donegal. Each interview lasted approximately one hour 

fifteen minutes at the end of which the widow was presented with a small token of 

appreciation for her co-operation. Of the 39 widows expressing a willingness to be 

interviewed, 3 refused when approached - 2 of these on the instructions of offspring - 

1 was indisposed through illness and a fifth could not be contacted at home. This 

yielded an achieved sample of 34 widows.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS



CHAPTER 7.

Research Findings - Focus Groups.

The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the findings of the four focus groups of older 

widows conducted in the Greater Dublin Area. The methodology used to analyse these 

groups was discussed in chapter 6.2. and the moderator schedule used to guide these 

group discussions is reproduced in appendix 2.

The Pre-bereavement Phase.

The first area broached was the pre-bereavement period. Participants were asked to 

recount their experiences of discussing/not discussing their future welfare as widows 

with their spouse. Such discussions were a rarity. Most widows reported an aversion 

to them even when there was lengthy forewarning of impending bereavement. This 

aversion stemmed from a combination of factors - a blanket unwillingness to even 

contemplate life without their husband, a feeling that such discussions might aggravate 

the husband’s condition should he feel his wife had prematurely "written him off", and 

a perception that the husband himself either did not want to or could not muster 

sufficient courage to initiate these discussions.

In the rare cases where anything relating to widowhood was broached, the initiative had 

come solely from the husband. This was seen as proper and fitting. However, in most 

of these cases, this initiative was dismissed or played down by the wife either because 

of fear of widowhood or deference to her husband’s health. In all four groups this 

absence of discussion was voluntarily attributed to a cohort-related sex role orientation. 

Most wives played a secondary role in household finance; it would thus have appeared 

out of place to ask for a full breakdown of her future economic situation while her 

husband was still alive.
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"My husband would have gone beserk if I raised my situation as a widow with him. We did what our husbands told us. If he didn’t wish to discuss things, we never raised the topic."
Because this problem was widely seen as a cohort phenomenon, it was felt that younger 

widows to-day would talk less inhibitedly to their spouses than they themselves would 

ever have dared. Only one widow volunteered that she had discussed "everything" with 

her husband; a lengthy illness had forced her to assume control of household finances 

which facilitated a more open atmosphere.

Despite the overall paucity of focused discussion on life as a widow, further probing 

revealed an assortment of "asides" made by husbands at various stages during married 

life for example, "I’ll go before you", "I’ve left you well off", "Remember you’ve two 

pensions coming to you". If these utterances were intended as overtures to more 

detailed discussions with their wives, the implied offer did not appear to have been taken 

up. In hindsight there were overtones of regret in the groups that discussions of this 

nature had not materialised.

What was remarkable albeit unspoken was that no respondent questioned the inherent 

usefulness of such discussions. Indeed, the factual question put by the moderator asking 

whether any discussions had taken place with spouses spawned an unsolicited array of 

excuses implying that such discussions should have occurred.

The discussion was then amplified to include any pre-bereavement discussions with 

persons other than their spouse. Little enthusiasm was reported for such discussions at 

the time. The same inhibitors to discussions with the spouse seemed to obtain here also, 

with the additional consideration of not alerting the other party to the state of the 

husband’s health. There was evidence of a perception of betrayal if information were 

to be sought behind their husband’s back. When asked about any conversations with 

other parties, one widow replied instantly: "But we always had an open relationship" - 

soliciting advice from others seemed to entail a modicum of duplicity she was not 

prepared to tolerate.
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Participants were then asked to recall the period immediately following their husband’s 

death. The principal questions posed were their main worries and concerns at this time, 

whether they were inclined to turn to anyone for assistance, and the areas for which 

assistance was sought. It was beyond the remit of this research to replicate the intricate 

and volatile emotional tapestry occasioned by the death of a spouse. However, 

understandably, participants volunteered vivid descriptions of how they felt at this time 

and many of the emotional reactions reported coloured their responses to the specific 

topics raised in the schedule.

The attempt to elicit the principal worries of respondents at the time of bereavement 

yielded a series of emotional states instead. Not one respondent ventured a single 

specific worry or concern. This appeared to be due to the complete inability to 

concentrate or to think clearly at this juncture. The numbness and utter desolation they 

were experiencing meant that the motivation to assess concerns and worries was simply 

absent.

"Before he died you didn’t think of a future without him, after he died you didn ’t care what the future was going to be anyhow."
"You’re not yourself; I stood alone in the kitchen and asked myself "What in God’s name am I going to do?"."

One respondent voluntarily linked this apathy towards her future with apathy towards 

consumer goods

"You look at kitchen things in shop windows around the time of the funeral and say "I’ll never need those again"."
Considerable ambivalence and confusion surrounded the question of procuring advice 

from others at this time. The initiative seems not to have come from the widows 

themselves, most of whom reported being too stunned to consciously solicit help from 

anyone. However, probing revealed an array of additional reasons for this one-sided 

traffic in advice which was more complex and paradoxical than suspected initially. 

Anterior to the question of whom advice was obtained from was the more fundamental
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issue of whether and to what degree it was correct or appropriate for them as widows 

to solicit advice. Cast suddenly and involuntarily into a new role, some respondents 

reported ignorance of behavioural prescriptions regarding what they could or could not 

expect from others by way of support and advice. Others felt that those around them 

desisted from proffering advice in order not to upset them. There was also an element 

of distrust among some widows of the precise motivation underlying the apparent 

concern of those around them. One widow suggested that the true reason behind 

expressions of concern was an unhealthy inquisitiveness about the circumstances of the 

husband’s death. Another accorded offers of advice the same status as expressions of 

condolence; both were perfunctory and short-term tokens of solicitude.

Overall, the impression gleaned both at the individual and group level was one of 

unresolved ambivalence - an approach/avoidance dilemma. There was awareness of 

there having been many people around them, wanting these same people to go away, yet 

simultaneously bemoaning having no-one to talk to. A possible resolution to this 

dilemma may lie in the fact that those around them "could not understand what I was 

going through"; a widowed confidant could have proved a boon companion at this time. 

This ambivalence towards other people finds an echo in a contradictory 

dependence/independence pull reported by most respondents. It was best crystallised in 

a disclosure by one City Centre widow:

"You don’t want to listen, you want to do your own thing. I said "This is it, Ihave to start on my own and think positively"."
Also noteworthy was the fact that, despite this confusion, most participants could recall 

having in fact obtained help or advice from someone in the immediate post-bereavement 

phase, usually for specific concerns such as the funeral arrangements. The source of 

this advice was usually offspring or siblings but could be as distant as the deceased 

husband’s brother-in-law.

Despite the confusion and ambivalence associated with third party advice, no widow in 

any group questioned either their need for or the inherent worth of such advice. Failure 

to accept or solicit this advice stemmed either from a psychological inability to do so or
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from uncertainty regarding the correct individuals from whom such advice should be 

sought.

Post-bereavement Phase.

The next phase to be broached was the early post-bereavement period. Respondents 

were initially asked how they felt about being widows. The intention here was to 

explore emergent features of their understanding of the role of widow. Widespread 

dislike for the very term "widow" was evident in all four groups especially in the first 

few weeks following bereavement. This dislike manifested itself for some in a refusal 

to even admit that they were widowed.

"On the day of the funeral, I asked my son "Sure I’m not a widow, am I?" I don’t know why I said that."
"I did not want to recognise that I was a widow, it was a stamp."

In general, the role of widow was one reluctantly if resolutely accepted rather than 

embraced. The question " what it felt like being a widow?" was understood very much 

in terms of the vicissitudes involved in "going out" or leaving the home. It was 

apparent throughout all four groups that, while the loss of a spouse was seminal to the 

entire discussion, this loss was most potently experienced in a very private domain, 

typically within the home. "Widowhood", on the other hand, was typically understood 

to refer to the altered spectrum of relationships and practical problems pertaining to the 

public domain.

The first such "public" problem pertaining to widowhood was a widespread dread at the 

prospect of "going outside the home as a widow" in the first weeks of mourning. 

Several respondents spoke of a "crunch point" or "turning point"; they had to "drag" 

themselves out or otherwise be condemned to a life of relative isolation. Having left the 

home, many routine public operations became frought with difficulty when carried out
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as a widow. Much of this difficulty centred on neighbours:

"I thought I’d never get to the end of the road."
"Neighbours cross to the other side of the street... they’re too embarassed to talk to you."
"Early on, I got very upset seeing older couples walk along the promenade" (Bray widow).
"Walking down the street, people ask me how I am; I feel like screaming."

These and related comments seem to point to an underlying uncertainty regarding how 

the newly widowed should comport themselves, compounded by a perceived uncertainty 

on the part of others as to how they in turn should react towards widows. This 

uncertainty is further exacerbated by the fact that widowhood is a uniquely decremental 

role. Becoming a wife does not necessitate the relinquishing of the role of daughter for 

example. On the other hand, widowhood is tautologically the loss of the role of wife. 

Despite this, the majority of respondents still considered themselves married women, 

they were not single, and their offspring were an incontestable testament to this fact. 

They seemed reluctant to view the role of widow as a tabula rasa and chose to invest it 

instead with at least some residue of their role as wives. This phenomenon, referred to 

as the "conservative impulse" had been noted in the literature in chapter 3.4.2.

Paradoxically, the difficulties attendant on going out are accompanied by an equally 

traumatic experience "putting the key in the door" on returning, especially at night time. 

The term "empty home" found a resonance in all groups which at times verged on the 

biblical.
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Social Networks.

7.3

After general reactions to widowhood, respondents were then specifically asked how 

bereavement had affected their relationships with their family and friends. There was 

universal perception of a loss of status in the social sphere

"You ’re in a different category when you lose your husband. .. .people only half listen to me when I speak to them"
Although the question put was non-directional, responses veered consistently towards 

changes in their relationships with friends, especially married female friends. There was 

marked consensus that there was both a diminution and contraction in friendships of this 

kind. Examples abounded of couple companionate social events where they felt 

embarassed, a bother, an inconvenience. All four groups instanced the problem of 

whether or not to buy drinks at such occasions to highlight these feelings. If the widow 

purchased, husbands felt embarassed; if they in turn purchased, the widows felt an 

encumbrance. Seasoned similes describing this dilemma abounded in all groups; 

attending such social events was likened to "being a fifth wheel", "a fifth leg to a chair", 

"being the odd one out".

However, social events with their married female friends were but one feature of a more 

intricate tableau. There was a spectrum of attitudes towards such friends. At the more 

benign end of this spectrum respondents saw less of their friends either for fear of 

intruding on their couple companionate leisure or of their friends feeling obligated to 

take them out. In addition, "these other women have their husbands, they don’t 

understand you". At the other end of the spectrum married friends were seen as actively 

shunning their widowed friends

"Your friends from years back just drift away when you ’re a widow. They don’t want you anyway, you ’re in purdah."
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This deliberate rejection by their former friends was attributed to an admixture of 

perceived threat and envy; a threat to their own marital relationship and a perceived 

envy of the widow’s new found independence and freedom. Widows wrily remarked 

that this freedom of which their married friends were so envious was at best a mixed 

blessing and at worst specious. The number of social opportunities available to widows 

in Ireland was limited and even if exploited would be overshadowed by having to return 

to the empty house. The majority of respondents gravitated to this less complimentary 

end of the spectrum - friends had deliberately distanced themselves - and were adamant 

on probing that this social rebuff was not something they had either contrived or 

imagined.

Family interaction appeared to have diminished since bereavement, at least in quantity. 

This appeared to have taken place by mutual consent. Widows voiced an element of 

pride in not having to rely overly on offspring in order to cope with managing minus 

their husband. In addition to this, excessive contact with young families could prove 

quite trying. Respondents perceived that their children wanted to see them go out, to 

hear that they were keeping well. If this was not the case, it was thought that families 

might feel guilty. This wish on the part of families to see their widowed relative 

recover was not unconnected with the assuagement of a collective family conscience.

It induced a modicum of annoyance for some widows when relatives were too ready to 

proffer compliments regarding health or capacity to cope. Indeed, some interviewees 

reported sustained and taxing attempts to simulate good spirits in order not to disappoint 

the expectations of family members. Whatever about married friends and family, those 

respondents with access to widowed female acquaintances reported an increasing reliance 

and support derived from such friendships:

"I had a comfortable feeling when I was with other widows."
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7.4

Early Purchase Behaviour.

In chapter 3.4.1 the literature noted the occurrence of a burst of post-bereavement 

creative activity, particularly among older widows. In some cases, this took the form 

of "reality testing" where the widow was "testing the waters" in terms of her own ability 

to manage. The preliminary research with bereavement counsellors suggested that this 

creative urge for independence sometimes translated into consumption-related activity. 

To explore this topic more fully, group members were asked to recall their first 

substantial financial outlay after losing their spouse.

At least one widow in each group responded positively to this question. Most of the 

examples related to home maintenance :-

"After I got myself up off the chair crying, I got new fireplaces, wallpaper, and a bath....Most widows re-do the whole house"
Other widows had had the house rewired, bought new furniture, or had new carpets laid. 

Another widow had decorated the room in which her husband died. The sole case not 

relating to home repair/furnishing was one woman who had paid for a programme of 

driving instruction weeks after losing her husband. It was not possible to isolate any 

single motivational thread underlying this purchasing; indeed, one widow claimed that 

it was done for unconscious motives. A respondent who had purchased a new suite of 

furniture reported a definite novelty motive :-

"I wanted to look at something different. Everything else was the same, I wanted something new. "
For two participants, the purchase represented the completion of projects undertaken 

while the spouse was still alive. A feature of some widows was the sense of abandon 

and aimlessness which characterised their behaviour in this area:
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"I took driving lessons after his death, a complete waste of money....I gave it
ttup.

"I put the house up for sale though everyone told me not to.... Every one said I was making a mistake but it made no difference."
One unanticipated aspect of early post-bereavement consumer behaviour was that of 

product decumulation. Though the question was put positively by the moderator ("the 

first major item after your husband died?"), two respondents instantly gave examples of 

product disposition - selling a house and a car. It also emerged that some of the goods 

purchased necessitated disposal of the items they replaced, items in which a significant 

mnemonic function had been invested. Disposal of goods which were either jointly 

purchased or were intimately associated with the deceased spouse seemed traumatic and 

an obstacle to replacement purchasing which was otherwise economically feasible.

In summary, while there was marked heterogeneity in the apparent motives for this early 

exploratory purchase behaviour, most of the goods and services belonged to a single 

broad category. All the purchase events in question were intimately linked to the recent 

bereavement. This association may not have been one of cause and effect, nonetheless, 

the husband’s death had conferred a significance on them which they would not 

otherwise have enjoyed.

7.5 

Husband Sanctification.

Chapter 3.4.2 broached the topic of husband sanctification, a post-bereavement process 

of sanitising the husband’s memory, of resolving unfinished psychological business in 

order to allow the wife the freedom to develop her new identity. It was thought that the 

presence of this phenomenon would result in a proclivity by widows to imitate or 

continue aspects of their husband’s purchase behaviour and to defer to his remembered 

preferences in purchase decisions. Participants were asked if they adverted to "what 

their husband would have done" when they had an important purchase decision to make. 

Three of the four groups voiced spontaneous agreement with this. In the fourth group,
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members registered low-key support; a dominant group member had had a "difficult" 

husband and it appeared that her co-participants were anxious not to embarass her 

unduly. Although the moderator had asked simply whether they deferred to their 

husband’s perceived wishes, respondents’ replies made frequent reference to "speaking" 

with their deceased spouse, often during graveside visits:-

"Sometimes, I hear him say "All right, go ahead". "
"I still say "Guide me the right way ". "
"They ’re still there. I talk to him every day. I’m still married to him. "

This latter statement was particularly illuminating as it disclosed a rationale for 

continuing to consult their spouses. It also emerged that this phenomenon extended to 

quite mundane matters. Three members of one group continued to vote as their 

husbands did, another woman cut the grass exactly as her spouse did so that the lawn 

pattern would be the same, and a Bray widow recounted how she tearfully "spoke" with 

her dead husband the first time she had to fix a plug. Two of the four groups disclosed 

that one practical way of doing what their husband wanted was by dealing with the same 

people he dealt with when procuring products and services. This applied in particular 

to home maintenance and financial service providers.

For several widows, deferring to their husband was linked with keeping his memory 

alive, a feature of husband sanctification noted in chapter 3.4.2. Participants 

volunteered that they had kept their husband’s clothes and pillows; in one instance the 

room in which he died had been left untouched for two years.

Respondents were probed further on this topic and asked if there were not times when 

they wanted to make purchase decisions on their own to prove their independence, and, 

if so, whether this did not run counter to what had been discussed above. Answers 

revealed that there were indeed times when items had to be purchased for which there 

was no precedent when their husbands were alive. The satisfaction they derived from 

making these decisions successfully complemented rather than contradicted their reliance 

on their husband for other decisions. Indeed, a revealing comment by one City Centre
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widow illustrated how widows might decide for themselves while still involving their 

deceased spouse in the process:-

"Even if I ask "I wonder if he’d have done it this way?" and then do the opposite, I’m still sharing the decision with him."
In two of the groups, discussion of the husband as referent or mentor for purchase 

decisions developed into a discussion of the husband in a more salient and fundamental 

role, that of "co-consumer". Widows missed their husband as someone with whom they 

could share consumption-related pleasures. This could occur even if the wife alone had 

made the decision and purchased the item herself:-

"When you go to a play, there’s no-one to describe it to; when you get a frock no-one else says "that’s lovely". Even looking at television is not the same."
It appeared that if husbands were missed for their advice in knowing how to consume, 

they were even more sorely missed as companions with whom widows could share the 

experiences this consumption afforded.

In conclusion, it may be noted that no widow questioned the worth of referring to their 

deceased spouse in making consumer decisions. However, it should be remembered that 

the group setting may well have given rise to higher levels of husband sanctification than 

was actually the case. Stated aversion levels to re-marriage in the groups might have 

exacerbated this problem by emphasising the spouse’s irreplaceable status even further. 

It was also implied, if not stated, that the majority of participants believed in an afterlife. 

It does seem reasonable to postulate that this belief might increase the propensity to 

advert to the spouse’s imagined wishes.

214



7.6

Role Expectations.

Chapter 3.4.2. examined the role of widowhood from the point of view of behavioural 

prescriptions. The literature indicated that this role was marked by the paucity of such 

prescriptions and that the few prescriptions which were evident were quite vague. To 

explore this topic further, participants were asked if they felt other people scrutinised 

their behaviour more closely since they were widowed. They were also asked whether 

these people expected widows to behave in certain ways.

There was widespread and instantaneous agreement that social surveillance had in fact 

increased and that this increase co-incided with their becoming widowed. All examples 

proffered suggested an inimical motivation for this surveillance; it did not stem from 

concern. The range of examples also suggested that those "doing the watching" were 

either neighbours or friends, female and married.

When asked what precisely other people expected of women after they were widowed, 

answers pointed to a paradoxical normative dilemma, though this was not articulated as 

such. On the one hand, they felt people expected them to get out and enjoy themselves. 

On the other hand, they sensed rigorous parameters had been set to delimit this social 

intercourse. Whatever form it took, it should be circumspect, the apparel worn should 

be somewhat subdued, and it should not involve male company other than for certain 

sporting/club activities

"They don’t want you to go flying around the place."
"Go out dressed up and you ’re a merry widow."
"If you’re dressed up, they don’t approve, they give you the look; "there’s nothing wrong with her" they’ll say "she’s very comfortable"."
"You ’re conscious when you go out in anything new. I bought a new coat three weeks ago and I haven’t worn it out in daylight yet."
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The social expectation to curtail their dealings with married men was widely attested to 

and acutely felt. The following quotations show scant signs of any willingness to violate 

or circumvent this proscription:-

"Married friends expect widows to meet them in the daytime when their husbandsare not there."
"A married male friend used to call to me with fish he caught. When I became a widow, I didn’t ask him in any more because of the neighbours. It really hurt. When he left he said "don’t tell Susy [his wife] I called"."

The widows also felt that the range of social options open to them was quite restricted. 

Cinemas, shows, and pubs were all deemed out of bounds for unaccompanied widows. 

A final, though less frequently mentioned prescription concerned maintaining an 

independent lifestyle. Respondents felt people expected them to be able to fend for 

themselves and not be overly dependent. Unlike the more restrictive proscriptions 

discussed above, this expectation paralleled a desire on the widows’ own part not to have 

their families feel responsible for them.

This preliminary investigation into role expectations for widows confirmed the tentative 

findings in the literature. In particular, the injunctions to "live life in a lower gear", to 

eschew social contact with the opposite sex, and to be self-sufficient, noted by 

bereavement authors in chapter 3, were all confirmed. The mood of the groups while 

discussing these social prescriptions was one of docility and reluctant acceptance. There 

was no trace of ridicule, contumacy, or transgression in their attitude towards these 

perceived behavioural expectations.

7.7

Self Gifts.

In chapter 4.3. it was seen that some consumption events are best interpreted as a form 

of self gift-giving. One of the events which typically triggered such behaviour was role 

transition. Neither the consumer behaviour nor the bereavement literature have

216



addressed this possibility in the case of transition to widowhood. To probe this topic in 

an exploratory manner, widows were asked to remember whether, in the early stages of 

widowhood, they purchased presents or gifts for themselves and to recall why they had 

engaged in this behaviour.

Three of the four groups registered general agreement that some form of gift-giving had 

taken place. The reaction in the fourth was muted; members were from lower income 

households with dependent offspring. Among those who had engaged in self gift-giving, 

the range of gifts was quite diffuse. Apparel and holidays featured prominently. A 

noteworthy aspect of the holidays in question was that they involved the widow 

travelling farther than she had travelled while married :-

"I went twice to America after my husband died. I had never been beyond Wexford ’till then. "

There were however, some unexpected self-gifts. For example, one widow had had her 

ears pierced. Several others remembered buying presents for themselves on their 

birthday. There was also a body of opinion in one group which stressed that these early 

gifts were modest items - they did not "go overboard"; there was scant evidence of 

reckless self-indulgence. When probed as to why widows purchase such gifts for 

themselves, three broad motives emerged. The first involved redressing an imbalance 

that had resulted from years of homemaking and childrearing :-

"As a widow, it may be the first time you have been able to spend on yourself. Before it was the husband and the kids first, you were last in line."
The second motive concerned a more straightforward psychological fillip:-

"You spend on yourself to compensate for what you’ve lost"
The final motive involved rewarding the newly widowed for the fact that she had to 

perform a dual role now, her own and that of her late husband
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"You deserve it, you’re living a man’s life as well, so you have to compensate yourself. "
Cheek by jowl with admissions of self gift-giving went a realisation that such spending 

behaviour might not always come naturally.

"You may have to force yourself to spend money on yourself. "
"I’m afraid to spend money on myself as I don’t know what’s going to happen, I’m afraid I might be without. "

In conclusion, this section of the discussion did reveal evidence of self gift-giving in the 

early postmortem period. It was clearly implied that these gifts were in some way 

connected with the fact that the women were now widowed. Most of those who attested 

to this behaviour indicated that it had endured and had become a feature of later 

widowed life. Self gift-giving among respondents was also a complex phenomenon. It 

carried intimations of guilt for some and was often prompted by offspring rather than 

the widow herself. One arresting insight was the possibility that it replaced gifts given 

by the late spouse:-

"I bought myself a present for Christmas from my husband. I had it wrapped up and I didn’t open it ’till Christmas Day. "

7.8

Vulnerability/Complaining.

Seniors were seen to be a vulnerable group of consumers in chapter 2.5.6. This feature 

was seen in chapters 3 and 4 to be accentuated in the case of older widows. In order 

to see whether this characteristic might percolate through to Irish widows’ perception 

of themselves as consumers, participants were asked whether they felt more vulnerable 

as consumers since being widowed. There was unequivocal endorsement for a feeling 

of vulnerability across all four groups. There was little gradation apparent in the way 

this feeling was expressed:-
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"You ’re done every time."
"You ’re seen as a soft touch."

The question of gender had been deliberately avoided by the moderator, however, all 

responses were unanimous regarding whom widows were vulnerable to - they were 

vulnerable to men. Specifically answers pointed to providers of home maintenance, 

garden, and repair services. (The absence of any mention of fraudulent retail or 

advertising practices was surprising). The specific occasions when this feeling of 

vulnerability was most likely to occur were procuring quotations, unfinished or sub

standard workmanship, and alteration of agreed charges. An interesting if isolated 

catalyst of feeling vulnerable was one widow’s experience of being refused credit by a 

department store for a furniture purchase because of her lack of credit worthiness as a 

widow. The prevalence of vulnerability reported in all groups did not strike the 

moderator as stemming from excessive collective self-pity induced by the group 

dynamic.

Respondents were further probed as to why they felt vulnerable on these occasions now 

as opposed to earlier in their lives. The consensus was that their vulnerability stemmed 

from the absence of a man in their lives and not, for example, from their advancing age. 

The impression gleaned was one of a consumer group lacking adequate representation 

in what they perceive to be a male dominated domaine. This was vividly illustrated in 

the range of measures adopted to mitigate this vulnerability :-

"I always get my son to check estimates, that’s how I catch them out."
"I hide the fact that I’m a widow when men come to do jobs in my house. ...my friend leaves a hat on the hallstand. ”

The literature devoted to senior post purchase behaviour in chapter 2.5.6. pointed to a 

reduced propensity to complain in the event of dissatisfaction. Since the widows 

perceived themselves to be a particularly vulnerable group of older consumers, it was 

expected that they would register an even more pronounced reluctance to complain. 

This assumption proved quite unfounded. Respondents protested that, if anything, they
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complained more now. The reason for their doing so was the very feeling of heightened 

vulnerability mentioned above; they complained more now because there was more to 

complain about. In keeping with earlier remarks, they also felt that they complained 

more because they no longer had husbands

"You didn ’t have to complain before, you had your husband, he did that."
A further, though less widely articulated rationale for higher levels of complaining in 

widowhood was increased price consciousness. Widows keeping tighter control over 

domestic expenditure were more likely to openly insist on value for money.

In conclusion, it appeared that vulnerability and propensity to complain, though related, 

were far from being unidimensional in character. For the participating widows, a 

feeling of vulnerability as consumers did not translate into a feeling of temerity when 

it came to complaining. However, it must be borne in mind that these discussions dealt 

solely with reported as opposed to actual levels of complaining. Campbell (1988) noted 

how any hint of dependency in senior focus groups usually triggers an angry group 

response. This observation may not be unconnected with these high reported levels of 

complaining.

The final section of the group interviews was devoted to a number of specific topics 

where the moderator felt that bereavement might have occasioned significant change. 

These were the importance of the shopping excursion, the question of moving house, and 

the propensity to bequeath. All three were seen to be salient elements in senior 

consumer behaviour, however it Was surmised that losing one’s spouse might cast them 

in a different light

Chapter 2.5.1. noted the absence of agreement on whether or not shopping excursions 

were seen by seniors as social outings to be enjoyed. However, there was not a single 

antipathetic remark made in any of the widowed groups against going out shopping. 

There seemed to be both push and pull factors behind this increased proclivity to shop. 

The pull factor was the fact that shopping virtually guaranteed the single surviving
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spouse the prospect of social commerce. In this regard, the pretext for some shopping 

excursions were quite tenuous

"You have to get out of the house to go shopping even when you’ve nothing tobuy. You might meet someone. I went to Blackrock Shopping Centre [2 milesaway] for a carton of milk, just to get out."
The push factor behind their shopping excursions came late in the discussions yet seemed 

to be of greater moment. Deciding to go shopping seemed to crystallise in a special way 

the initiative they saw themselves having to take if they were not to become social 

isolates. There was scant evidence of self-pity here; if they chose not to go out, other 

people would not rush to fill the resulting social vacuum. This stark realisation was 

especially vivid in the case of shopping outings where there was a therapeutic imperative 

underpinning many of the remarks.

An examination of the phenomenon of bereavement in chapter 3.4.3. showed the resolve 

to lead an independent existence to be significant for older widows. This at least 

partially explained why none of the group members had moved in with offspring. While 

two of the respondents had in fact moved house, one to a smaller home, the other to be 

nearer amenities, there was a general reluctance to leave the homes they had lived in as 

wives. A query from the moderator as to whether these homes might not contain a 

surfeit of poignant associations with their husbands drew a number of interesting retorts. 

Firstly, "he had bought it", and if it housed sad memories it was also the repository of 

most of their good ones as well. Secondly, respondents perceived a desire on the part 

of their offspring that their mothers retain the family home as they too valued its 

association with their deceased father. In summary, the widows wished to stay where 

they were for as long as was feasible. There was a leitmotif of custodianship 

underpinning their reluctance to move and this was consolidated by a realisation that 

moving of itself would not obliterate sad memories of their spouses:-

"You bring those with you wherever you go"
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The third topic broached was the propensity to bequeath. Chapter 2.11. highlighted the 

fact that this topic, though highly relevant for seniors, had not been researched. 

Whatever about their position as wives, the moderator considered that, as widows this 

was a problem they would now have to countenance. There was a certain hesitancy on 

this question. Those who did speak claimed minimal propensity to bequeath as their 

offspring had assured them that they wanted for nothing and that their widowed mothers 

should spend it on themselves instead. However, as a counterpoint, several women 

spoke of "women they knew doing without in order to leave something". The 

moderator’s suspicion was further heightened by evidence of lively interest in two of the 

groups in monitoring wills published in local newspapers. This topic was not amplified 

any further in the discussions. It was deemed more appropriate to pursue the question 

further in the more confidential setting of the personal interviews discussed in chapter 

9.

By way of conclusion, group members were asked if they felt there were any advantages 

to being widowed - a question which seemed to generate a degree of puzzlement. Most 

respondents seemed never to have asked themselves this question. Indeed several 

women replied immediately citing disadvantages - "you’re lonely", "you have to return 

to an empty house". Of those who did cite advantages, most referred to a broadening 

of their social base:-

"I’m out of the house much more now. It opened up my life
A small number mentioned a retrospective pride in the fact that they had survived thus 

far with a modicum of success

"You ’re stronger. I’m amazed at how I managed, how I could cope with so manythings."
However, these isolated instances should not obscure the fact that widowhood was 

overwhelmingly viewed against a backdrop of loss and deprivation.
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7.9

Conclusion.

The four focus group discussions confirmed both the salience of the role of widow for 

participants and a readiness on their part to discuss widowhood and its attendant 

vicissitudes. This salience translated itself into an ability to recall many minutiae 

surrounding the period of the husband’s death despite the lengthy interval that had 

sometimes elapsed. Indeed, it emerged from some respondents that the need to talk to 

others about their husband and the circumstances of his death was more pressing than 

the need to discuss widowhood itself. In particular, the circumstances immediately 

preceding and following the husband’s death had assumed the status of what could best 

be described as a ritual narrative which other group members were loath to interrupt. 

A gathering of other widows appeared to be the most appropriate forum in which to 

recite such narratives; there was a perceived indifference and inability on the part of 

those still married to fully appreciate the significance of bereavement. To a degree this 

supports the "Buffering Hypothesis" referred to in chapter 3.5; widows derive greater 

support from more homogeneous social groups

Any evaluation of these focus groups is contingent upon their ability to satisfy the 

objectives outlined in chapter 6.2. With regard to the first objective, the socio- 

psychological constructs isolated in chapter 3 (husband sanctification, self gift-giving, 

role expectations, reality testing, perceived vulnerability) all found a resonance among 

respondents which was both immediate and related to areas of consumption. At no time 

was the moderator conscious of puzzlement when these constructs were broached. The 

second objective was equally satisfied in that an appropriate discourse for some of these 

constructs emerged. For example, the discussion on self gift-giving elicited a range of 

colloquialisms such as "treat", "outing", "pat on the back", "rewarding myself", all of 

which proved helpful in constructing the structured questionnaire. With regard to the 

third objective, an examination of the structured questionnaire in Appendix 8 will 

illustrate that several quotations from the discussions were incorporated in the battery 

of attitudinal statements in question 11. The fourth objective was met by drawing on 

discussion material to help formulate hypotheses. In particular, respondents in two
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groups claimed that both financial experience and immediate financial preparation made 

for a better adjustment to widowhood. This concurred with what the literature suggested 

in chapter 4 and was subsequently incorporated in the hypotheses tested in the 

quantitative research.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

NATIONAL SURVEY FINDINGS



CHAPTER EIGHT.

Sample Profile

This chapter is devoted to an analysis of the results of the national survey. It will be 

remembered that the achieved sample for this survey comprised 196 non-institutionalised 

widows, aged over 60, whose husbands had died within the last ten years. The survey 

questionnaire is reproduced in appendix 8. The SPSSX computer package was utilised 

for this purpose. Before analysing the output from this process, table 8.1 below 

provides a comparison between the achieved sample and the general population on a 

number of demographic characteristics. All population statistics are drawn from volume 

2 of the Irish 1986 Census.
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Table 8.1

Comparison of Sample Respondents and General Population on 
Selected Demographics (%)

DEMOGRAPHICS SAMPLE GENERAL
POPULATION

Social Class *

1 6.7 9
2 12.9 15
3 22.2 19
4 27.8 19
5 13.9 15

6/7 16.5 21

Age **

60-65 27.3 18.2
66-74 48.5 37.5
75 + 24.2 43.3

Urban/Rural ***

Urban 75 56
Rural 25 44

* The social classification system used throughout this thesis is that used by the Irish Central Statistics Office 
(Census 1986, Local Population Report, 2nd. Series, Appendix 4). Figures for the General Population refer 
to the percentage of all Irish households in that particular social class.
”  Percentage of all widowed women over 60 in this age group

"Urban" = % of all widowed women over 60 resident in a town with 10,000+ population

In terms of the different social classes, the achieved sample appears quite representative. 

It can also be seen that widows over 75 are under-represented, however, this had been 

anticipated for a number of reasons. Widows in this age group are more likely to be 

institutionalised in which case they would not form part of the target population. Higher 

incidence of physical and cognitive decrements in this age group would also have 

prevented others from replying. It is further possible, although no evidence could be 

adduced to this end, that higher numbers of over 75 widows are in the care of offspring 

or friends who may have been overly protective of their charges, declining the interview 

without consulting them.
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The rural/urban divide is more pronounced in the sample than in the general population. 

ESRI staff had intimated a likely bias in favour of urban respondents. Past experience 

in administering the EC survey had shown higher levels of non-response in rural areas, 

some of the blame for which had been attributed to the use of a different field staff in 

these areas. Nonetheless, the numbers of older rural widows eventually contacted 

proved adequate for statistical purposes.

Analysis of Frequency Data.

An initial overview of the frequency data suggests a group of women living a modest 

and independent existence. On the financial plain, bereavement had definitely signalled 

some change - usually in a negative direction; 50% said their financial situation now was 

"a little" or "much worse" than when married. Widowhood had improved the financial 

situation of only 16% of respondents.

In a similar vein, 63 % of the women had experienced some period when they "felt really 

badly off" since losing their spouse. Despite this downward comparative trend, only 8% 

judged their current financial status as "badly off". This somewhat anomalous picture 

will be analysed in some depth later. 59% of respondents live alone, the vast majority 

in homes which they own, and make most consumer decisions without reference to any 

third party. This marked a contrast with their consumer decisions as wives - 76% 

reported that such decisions used to be made jointly with their spouse.

The data presented in table 8.2 reflect the broad financial experience of respondents in 

the pre-bereavement phase in greater detail.
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Table 8.2

Decision-making and Financial Experience of Respondents 
while married (%)

Person making most Purchase Decisions

Wife Alone 18.0
Husband Alone 06.2
Joint Decision 75.8

Ownership of Financial Items while
Married

Savings Account 33.5
Investments/Shares 19.4
Credit Card 08.8
None 50.3

Financial Experience during Final vear
of Husband’s Life

Paid most Household Bills 82.5
Paid House/Car Insurance 38.7
Decided Most Major Purchases 50.0

While joint decision making for major household items is meant to increase with age 

(chapter 2.5.3), a figure as high as 75.8% had not been expected. This proportion 

appears to drop to 50% however in the final year of the husband’s life. Despite these 

levels of involvement in major purchase decisions, ownership of specific financial items 

was quite low - the most popular item (33.5%) was ownership of a bank, post-office, 

or credit union savings account; proportions might have been higher had joint ownership 

of accounts been included in the question. When asked who had handled specific 

money-related tasks in the final year of the husband’s life, paying household bills 

(82.5%) was by far the most popular.
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Turning to the wife’s specific preparation for widowhood, the study sought to broaden 

existing research by examining the people with whom she discussed her future and the 

aspects of her future which featured in these discussions. Findings on this preparation 

for widowhood are presented in table 8.3.

Table 8.3

Financial Preparation for Widowhood

% N =

Discussions with Husband

Life Insurance 28.5 (55)
Future Finances 18.6 (36)
Husband’s Pension 22.2 (43)
Husband’s Will 29.4 (57)
Housing Arrangements 21.6 (42)
None of the above 51.5 (100)

Initiator of Discussions

Wife 38.0* (33)
Someone Else 02.3 (2)
Husband 59.7 (52)

Discussions with Third Parties

Bank Official 1.2 " (1)
Solicitor 15.6 (13)
Offspring 60.2 (50)
Other Relative 09.6 (8)
Friend 08.4 (7)
Neighbour 04.8 (4)
No Third Party Discussions (117)

"38% of all discussions with the spouse were initiated by the wife. 
’* Percentage of all third party discussions held with this person
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While 28% of respondents reported wanting to discuss their future financial situation 

with their husband before bereavement, 48.5 % of them had eventually discussed one or 

more of the listed financial items with their spouse before he died; husbands were the 

most likely initiators of these discussions. Wives who had wanted to discuss their future 

financial position with their husband were significantly more likely (chi-sq. = 33.5; p 

<.0001) to have done so by the time of his death than those who had not wanted 

discussions.

One third of all respondents had discussed their future welfare as widows with some 

third party while their husband was alive. The majority of these discussants (60%) were 

offspring; the professions, solicitors (15.6%) and bank officials (1.2%), did not feature 

prominently. Few widows-to-be had consulted a second (8.8%) or a third (3%) third 

party source. Apart from any discussions the wife may have had, it could be argued that 

her awareness of various financial items is also an integral part of preparation for 

widowhood. Such awareness levels have not been researched to date. Question 8 

examined awareness levels of a number of finance-related items, frequencies for which 

are reproduced in table 8.4.

Table 8.4

Awareness of Finance-Related Items while Married

% Aware

Husband’s solicitor 88 *
Husband’s Bank 92
Husband’s Insurance Co. 90
Husband’s Income 81

* Percentage of wives whose husbands had a solcitor who were aware of solicitor’s identity.

These reported awareness levels are quite high and in marked contrast to the modest 

levels of spousal discussions in table 8.3. It seems reasonable to surmise therefore that 

wives may become aware of the items in table 8.4 in the course of normal conversation 

rather than through conversations which focus explicitly on the wife’s future welfare as
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a widow. 64% of respondents (n=124) had some forewarning of their husband’s 

impending death; 49% had more than one month’s forewarning. As forewarning is one 

of the central pre-bereavement variables of interest in the survey, a more detailed 

analysis will follow.

Questions 12 to 16 of the questionnaire sought to scrutinise the financial situation of 

respondents in the post-bereavement phase. A summary of the frequency data for the 

respective questions is presented in table 8.5.

Table 8.5.

Financial Status During Widowhood (%)

Comparative Financial Status (0.12)

Better 16.5
Same 33.0
Little Worse 27.8
Much Worse 22.7

Current Financial Status (0.13)

Fairly Well-off 01.6
Comfortable 59.6
Little Short 30.6
Badly Off 08.2

Experienced Periods of Financial 
Hardship (0.14)

Never (5) 37.6
(4) 14.4
(3) 21.6
(2) 13.4

Definitely (1) 12.9
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Financial Status During Widowhood (%)

When Financial Hardship was likelv to
occur (0.15)

First 6 Months 32.5
6 Months - 2 Years 17.9
After 2 Years 10.6
At any time 39.0

Source of Income (Q.16) 1st. 2nd. 3rd.

Own Earnings 02.1 3.8 * 6.8 +
Savings Accounts 02.1 12.3 29.5
Family Help 01.0 33.1 40.9
Widow/OAP 76.7 19.2 06.8
Husband’s Pension 13.5 24.6 02.3
Own Pension 04.7 03.1 02.3
Shares 00.0 01.5 00.0
Post-Office Bonds 00.0 02.3 00.0

" Percentage of those with a second source citing Own Earnings as that second source. 
+ Percentage of those with a third source citing Own Earnings as that third source.

While 50.5% of the widows felt their comparative financial status was "a little" or 

"much worse" than it had been when married, 38.8% described their current situation 

as "a little short" or "badly off", reinforcing the point that a diminution in financial 

status need not necessarily entail an mimical financial situation.

Interpretation of the responses to question 14 in table 8.5 suggest some caution. 

However, an overview of the proportions ticking each of the numbered categories 

suggests that a graphic rather than a dichotomous measure may be more appropriate for 

detecting the presence of pockets of financial hardship; there was considerable 

endorsement of the intermediate 2, 3, and 4 categories in question 14. Whilst there was 

a highly significant relationship in the expected direction between the widow’s current 

financial status and having experienced pockets of economic hardship (chi-sq. =  64.17; 

p < .0001), 41 % of those respondents who were now "comfortable" or "well-off" ticked
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category 3 or 4 in question 14, suggesting at least some familiarity with financial 

hardship during the course of widowhood.

There was little unanimity regarding when periods of financial hardship were most likely 

to occur as is apparent in table 8.5. However, a crosstabulation with responses to 

question 14 revealed a significant relationship between levels of experience of financial 

hardship and the times when such hardship was likely to occur (chi-sq. =20.9; p =  .05). 

Widows with frequent experience of financial hardship were more likely to report it 

occurring "at any time"; those with minimal experience were more likely to report such 

pockets within the first 6 months of widowhood alone. This latter phenomenon may 

well be the result of widows, who in all other respects are well-off, experiencing delays 

in having their eligibility for pension entitlements determined; they may also experience 

a financial shortfall due to funeral expenses. The net effect would seem to be that the 

greatest number of widows within any one cohort are likely to experience spells of 

economic deprivation in the early months of bereavement as proposed by Morgan (1986) 

and Bound et al. (1991).

A clear majority (76.7%) are reliant on state transfers as their main source of income. 

Bound et al. (1991) reported a similar percentage in the United States (75%). Financial 

assistance from the widow’s family and the spouse’s pension feature primarily as 

secondary sources of income. 33% of respondents listed one source of income only, 

77% listed no more than two sources. Whilst there was a highly significant relationship 

between reliance on state transfers and lower social class (chi-sq. = 16.2; p <  .0001), 

the high overall reliance on such transfers was somewhat surprising. However, it should 

be remembered that question 16 only sought respondents’ subjective estimate of their 

main sources of income - it should not be construed as a measure of wealth, assets, or 

spending power. It should also be remembered that estimates of income from sources 

such as investments and savings accounts are prone to disproportionately high levels of 

under-reporting (chapter 2.11).
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The viewing preferences and motivations of older people were discussed in chapter 2.8.1 

and 2.8.2. No research has been conducted to ascertain whether these might alter in the 

case of older bereaved women. Questions 17 and 18 broached this topic in an 

exploratory manner. Preferences for particular programme types ran counter to those 

of mainstream research and supported the minority view of Durand, Klemmack, Roff, 

& Taylor (1980). They also concurred with Hemming’s (1988) U.K. research where 

soaps/serials surpassed news in popularity. For the current sample, "soaps/serials" 

constituted the highest proportion of all three preferences sought (49%, 44%, 32%). 

Next came "chat shows" (17%, 20.5%, 18.5%). Preferences for all other programme 

types, including news, rarely exceeded single-digit percentages. Question 17, an open 

question, may well have depressed the endorsement level news programmes might 

otherwise have received in a closed checklist format. Indeed, it is possible that 

respondents may not strictly deem news to be a "programme" at all, in which case it 

would not have featured in their deliberations at any preference level. The fact that 

findings ran counter to the results of most U.S. studies is of lesser moment when the 

parallel with Hemming’s (1988) U.K. study is taken into account. Programme 

preferences are, amongst other things, a function of programme offerings which, in the 

case of Irish and U.K. television channels, overlap considerably.

Analysis of question 18 (widows’ motivation for watching television) were less clear-cut. 

The entertainment motive was the most prominent, cited by 64% of widows as one of 

their three main reasons for watching television. It was followed by the "keeping in 

touch" (53%) and "keeps me company" (51%) motives. Unlike the programme 

preferences, the stated viewing motivations were very much in keeping with those in the 

published research on senior viewership (Fouts, 1989). However, because of the 

situation in which widows find themselves, special attention was paid to two viewing 

motives in particular, "keeps me company" and "keeps me in touch". Widows who 

lived alone (chi-sq. =  5.09; p =.02) and those with lower education (chi-sq. =  4.44; p 

= .03) were more likely to cite the need for company as one of their viewing motives. 

Widows with lower education were also more likely to cite "keeps me in touch" among 

their three principal motives. This finding augments those of Schreiber & Boyd (1980) 

who discovered a negative relationship between the amount of television watched and
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the older viewer’s level of education.

Question 11 was the most substantial element of the questionnaire. It comprised 38 scale 

items, each of which was intended to measure 1 of 11 attitudinal dimensions. The 

allocation of scale items to their respective dimensions is outlined in appendix 7. The 

development and refinement of this psychometric instrument were outlined in chapter 6.6 

and 6.7. The first stage in the analysis of this question was the calculation of a 

reliability co-efficient for each of the 11 dimensions (Cronbach, 1951). Results are 

presented in table 8.6

Table 8.6

Reliability Coefficients for Attitudinal Dimensions

DIMENSION Coefficient Alpha

1 Reluctance to Complain 0.76

2 Perceived Vulnerability 0.36

3 Consumer Innovativeness 0.35

4 Price Consciousness 0.82

5 Social Involvement 0.74

6 Positive Attitude towards Purchasing 0.68

7 Perceived Social Expectations 0.71

8 Self Gift-Giving 0.54

9 Husband Sanctification 0.70

10 Perceived Independence 0.71

11 Adjustment to Widowhood 0.73
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It can be seen that three of the dimensions failed to meet a reliability level of 0.7. 

(Dimension 6 when rounded to one decimal point was accepted). Perceived Vulnerabilty 

and Consumer Innovativeness were eliminated as discrete dimensions from further 

analysis. It was decided to proceed with the Self Gift-giving scale though its weaker 

reliability would have to be borne in mind. The elimination of the Vulnerability scale 

was a disappointment. The final scale had comprised two items, "People tend to take 

advantage of you when they know you are a widow" and "I worry more about my safety 

now that I ’m a widow". Conversations with widows during subsequent call-back 

interviews revealed that many respondents had read sexual connotations into the first of 

these statements. In hindsight this would suggest that "being taken advantage of" in a 

consumer context should have been made more explicit.

The reason for the poor reliability score for the Consumer Innovativeness scale remains 

somewhat obscure. Item 11.17, "I dress more for fashion than for comfort", had been 

deemed a valid measure of consumer innovativeness in the United States (Moschis, 

1992). 80% of the widows disagreed/strongly disagreed with this item. In contrast, 

only 30% disagreed/strongly disagreed that they "were just as interested in fashion now 

as when they were married". This would seem to suggest either that interest in the latest 

fashion and wearing the latest fashion are two separate constructs or that the phrasing 

of the first item may have struck Irish respondents as a little too forward. The dropping 

of two dimensions as discrete scales from the analysis did not preclude their constituent 

items from being included in multivariate analysis at a later stage.

Having eliminated those dimensions with unsatisfactory reliability levels, a score was 

computed for each respondent on each of the 9 remaining dimensions. This was done 

by dividing the respondent’s aggregate scores (strongly agree =1, strongly disagree =4) 

for all the scale items in a particular dimension by the total number of items in that 

dimension. Such a procedure was only permissible because inter-item reliability had 

been determined in advance. The resultant scale for each dimension comprised 

continuous data allowing the use of more rigorous parametric tests.
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Table 8.7 presents the aggregate scores for each of nine attitudinal dimensions. Scores 

have been classified into 4 points to facilitate both presentation and the creation of initial 

crosstabulations. The headings "definitely/definitely not" instead of "agree/disagree" 

serve to highlight the fact that percentages refer to the proportion of widows who 

definitely/definitely do not feel that they have changed on this overall dimension. This 

should be distinguished from their agreement levels for the individual scale items which 

went to make up this dimension.

Table 8.7

Aggregate Scores for Nine Attitudinal Dimensions 
(% of widows)

DIMENSION Very
Definitely

Definitely Definitely
not

Very definitely 
not

Reluctance to Complain 02.1 20.2 63.8 13.8

Price Consciousness 13.3 52.6 30.1 01.0

Social Involvement 02.1 40.0 49.5 08.4

Positive Attitude 
towards Purchasing 01.1 37.4 58.1 03.4

Perceived Social 
Expectations 01.2 21.4 71.7 05.8

Self Gift-Giving 08.1 69.7 22.0 00.0

Husband Sanctification 11.9 75.1 11.9 01.1

Perceived Independence 09.5 59.8 30.2 00.5

Adjustment to 
Widowhood 03.7 60.3 34.9 01.1

Critical values for H„: P < 0.50 = .55 (p = .05) 
Critical values for H0: P < 0.60 = .657 (p = .05)
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In reading table 8.7, it should be borne in mind that scores relate to perceived 

comparisons between how respondents see themselves now compared to when they were 

married on the nine attitudinal dimensions.

From a consumer behaviour perspective, a significant majority of respondents reported 

a perceived change in the respective dimensions since becoming widowed. A majority 

felt that they were now "very definitely/definitely" more price-conscious, a logical 

outcome of the reduction in financial resources reported in table 8.5. 61.5% of widows 

felt that their attitude towards purchasing had altered adversely since losing their spouse 

- they were now spending less on themselves and deriving less enjoyment from shopping 

excursions. Despite this overall reduction in spending on themselves, 77.8% considered 

that widows ought to purchase some form of self-gift on occasions. 77.6% felt that 

widows were "very/definitely not" more reluctant to report their shopping/purchase 

complaints than married women, confirming the findings of the focus groups. The 

Husband Sanctification scale which comprised items on the spouse’s continuing influence 

on purchase behaviour was heavily endorsed, with 87% registering "very/definite" 

responses on this dimension.

Moving away from consumer behaviour to the broader social dimensions, the majority 

of respondents presented a positive image on most scales. 69% felt that they were more 

independent, 78% that their behaviour as widows was not under scrutiny by others, and 

64% scored positively on the scale measuring adjustment to widowhood. Numbers 

deeming that their social involvement had expanded since bereavement were somewhat 

lower (58%).

While further discussion of these psychometric dimensions will follow in the multivariate 

analysis, it should be noted here how two dimensions in particular ran counter to what 

had been expected. Older consumers’ reluctance to complain had been expected to be 

exacerbated in the case of widows as a result of the trauma of bereavement. This does 

not appear to be the case. However, it must be remembered that the scale items used 

were measuring perceived reluctance to complain and not actual levels of complaining.
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The second unexpected result was the apparent denial that society prescribed behavioural 

norms for widows precisely as widows. The focus group discussions had yielded 

copious examples of perceived role prescriptions and proscriptions for widows in chapter 

7.6. One possible explanation for this seeming contradiction may be that structured 

scale instruments do not afford the requisite deliberation necessary to probe a complex 

construct such as role prescriptions. However, scale items used to measure this 

dimension did instance specific prescriptions such as dressing in a certain manner and 

behaving in a certain way when out socially, prescriptions which had figured 

prominently in the focus groups.

8.3

Bivariate Analysis

Having examined frequency data for the survey responses, crosstabulation matrices for 

a number of central constructs were developed. Apart from the various attitudinal 

dimensions in question 11, it should be apparent that the remainder of the survey 

questionnaire revolves around a number of key finance-related constructs namely, 

financial experience (Q.2 and Q.3), financial preparation (Q.5 and Q.7), forewarning 

(Q.10), and financial status during widowhood (Questions 12, 13, 14, 15). These 

constructs, together with a number of related demographic variables, featured 

prominently in the discussion of widowhood in chapters 3 and 4.

Before examining these key constructs individually, it may be helpful to see how they 

correlate with each other. Table 8.8 below attempts to provide such an overview. Each 

of the key constructs is presented as the independent variable across the top of each 

section. They are also presented in the order in which they occur chronologically over 

the widow’s life : -
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1 - Experience of financial management while married.

The development of the financial experience construct was explained in chapter 5.3.6. 

In essence, it attempts to gauge respondents’ familiarity with financial management 

during married life by means of an additive index to a maximum of 6 items. The 

resultant data was interval level and was subsequently grouped in three ordinal categories 

to facilitate crosstabulation. These groupings were dictated by the spread of index 

scores among respondents (Moser & Kalton, 1975). Respondents ticking 0-1 items were 

classed as "low experience", 2-3 items as "medium", and 4-6 as "high". An initial 

crosstabulation of question 2 by question 3 showed that 90% of respondents ticking any 

item in question 2 went on to tick some item in question 3. This supported the additive 

use of both questions in this index.

2 - Foreknowledge of spouse’s death.

The second key variable was forewarning or "anticipatory grieving". Addressed in 

question 9 and 10 of the questionnaire, it sought to determine the presence and length 

of the wife’s foreknowledge of her husband’s death.

3 - Preparation for widowhood through discussion.

This financial preparation variable has received considerable attention in the literature 

on widowhood and has normally been operationalised by means of an index of items 

widows-to-be are likely to have discussed with their spouses. In chapter 6.6 the 

development of the index used in this study was outlined; previous indices were extended 

to include discussions with persons other than the spouse. Frequencies for this index 

were presented in table 8.3. Prior to using questions 5 and 7 as an additive item index, 

both questions were crosstabulated with each other to check for the presence of any 

"filtering" between items. It was important to ensure that discussions with the woman’s 

husband did not depress the likelihood of discussions with some third party and vica 

versa. The resultant crosstabulation was both significant (chi-sq. =  17.1; p = .0004) and 

positive.
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An early attempt was made in the analysis to incorporate the financial items in question 

8 of which the widow-to-be was aware into this additive index with questions 5 and 7. 

The rationale for doing so was that awareness of a number of financial items could be 

thought to be an integral part of the wife’s preparation for widowhood. Preliminary 

results using this combined awareness/discussion index (questions 5, 7 ,and 8) proved 

somewhat perplexing and ran counter to expectation and published findings. A more 

detailed analysis showed that the awareness items in question 8 were confounding the 

additive effect of questions 5 and 7. Some widows were aware of certain financial items 

precisely because they had discussed them, others had been previously aware of these 

items and, as a result, felt little compulsion to discuss them with their spouse or some 

third party. In either case the continued use of question 8 in an additive index with 

questions 5 and 7 would have been singularly inappropriate. As a result, any subsequent 

use of the term "financial preparation" refers solely to the aggregate scores of questions 

5 and 7. As no respondent ticked more than three items in question 7, the maximum 

number of items in the combined index with question 5 was eight. Respondents ticking 

no items on the index were classed as "no preparation", those ticking 1-2 items as 

"moderate preparation", and those ticking 3 or more items as "high preparation".

4 - Experience of periods of financial hardship during widowhood.

This variable was probed through answers to question 14 on the questionnaire 

concerning periods of financial hardship during widowhood. Respondents ticking 1 or 

2 on the graphic scale were deemed to have experienced financial hardship "often", 3 

or 4 "sometimes", and 5 "never". The presence of such periods has been attested to in 

the literature based mainly on analysis of longitudinal income data. Little attempt has 

been made to isolate those variables associated with the frequency of periods of financial 

hardship.

Since the widow’s current and relative financial status are facets of the respondent’s 

present situation, they feature in table 8.8 solely as dependent variables.
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Table 8.8

Crosstabulations for Key Finance-Related Constructs.
(%)

FINANCIAL EXPERIENCE

DEPENDENT VARIABLES Low Medium High

Financial Preparation **

None 60% 45% 21%
Moderate 29% 27% 29%
High 11% 28% 50%

Current Financial Status *

Badly-off/Short 42% 41% 25%
Comfortable/Well-off 58% 59% 75%

FOREWARNING

DEPENDENT VARIABLE No Warning Warned

Financial Preparation *

None 48% 40%
Moderate 33% 23%
High 19% 37%

Current Financial Status *

Badly-off/Short 31% 58%
Comfortable/Well-off 69% 42%
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Table 8.8. (contd.)
FINANCIAL PREPARATION

DEPENDENT VARIABLE None Moderate High

Periods of Financial Hardship *

Often 35% 18% 22%
Sometimes 28% 52% 31%
Never 37% 30% 47%

Current Financial Status

Badly-off/Short 45% 31% 37%
Comfortable/W ell-off 55% 69% 63%

PERIODS OF FINANCIAL HARDSHIP

DEPENDENT VARIABLE Often Sometimes Never

Current Financial Status ***

Badly-off/Short 84% 30% 15%
Comfortable/Well-off 16% 70% 85%

‘ p < .05
"  p < .01 

*** p < .001

Key variables in women’s pre-bereavement financial behaviour do seemingly impact on 

how they fare economically after losing their spouse. Wives with greater experience of 

financial management and wives who knew their husband was going to die were more 

likely to have discussions on how they would manage as widows. In turn, these 

discussions before bereavement were likely to lead to fewer periods of financial hardship 

during widowhood. Wives with experience of money management while married were 

more likely to consider themselves "comfortable/well-off" after losing their husbands. 

In this sense the data in table 8.8, if taken sequentially, form a logical picture. The sole 

exception was that discussions before bereavement, at least in the case of this Irish
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sample, did not ostensibly affect respondents’ subsequent financial status. A fuller 

discussion of this finding will follow later. The findings in table 8.8 will now be 

examined by considering each of the independent variables in turn.

1 - Experience of Financial Management

While the financial experience index used in table 8.8 differs slightly from that used in 

the literature, the findings for this index "sit well" with results from related studies. 

There were significant relationships between the amount of financial experience 

respondents had while married and finance-related variables during widowhood. Both 

Morgan (1986) and O’Bryant & Morgan (1989) had expected that wives with higher 

financial experience would have had discussions with their spouse on their future 

welfare. Neither study produced evidence to confirm this proposition. However, table 

8.8 shows both a significant relationship and a modest correlation (r =0.28) between 

financial experience and financial preparation for widowhood. Wives who had greater 

experience of financial management were more likely to have spoken to someone about 

their future situation.

It will be remembered that, for this study, "financial preparation" for widowhood was 

extended to embrace discussions with persons other than the spouse (Q.7). In order to 

check whether this might have explained why, for the first time, a relationship was 

found between financial experience and financial preparation, separate crosstabulations 

were carried out between financial experience and conducting any discussions with 

spouses and third parties. Widows who had held "any" discussions with their husband 

and widows who had held "any" discussions with a third party were both significantly 

more likely to have had greater experience of financial management. Results also 

supported Morgan (1986) and O’Bryant & Morgan’s (1989) findings that, while the 

wife’s level of financial experience relates significantly to her current financial status 

after bereavement, it does not appear to have any significant relationship with her 

relative financial status. This highlights the importance of distinguishing between the 

widow’s perceived financial status and her perception of that status relative to what it 

was while married. A widow may deem herself "well-off" at present and still consider 

her financial situation to be worse than it was prior to widowhood.
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2 - Forewarning of Spouse’s Death

With regard to forewarning, the sole anticipated relationship was confirmed as 

significant; women who were aware of their husband’s imminent demise were more 

likely to have had discussions on their future economic well-being. The direction and 

strength of the correlation were very much in line with those obtained by O ’Bryant 

(1990).

Apart from the clinical question of whether forewarning affords the opportunity for the 

wife to grieve in advance of her husband’s departure, it does apparently precipitate 

discussions pertaining to the wife’s future circumstances which may indirectly affect her 

economic status. It would thus appear that forewarning is best envisaged as a variable 

which mediates the effect of pre-bereavement factors on economic factors after 

bereavement. The modest correlation (r=0.21) between forewarning and these 

preparatory discussions may well be due to a phenomenon noted in the focus groups 

where women who were forewarned of their husband’s death reported considerable 

reluctance to discuss future finances with him. The negative correlation in table 8.8 

between forewarning and financial status during widowhood, while significant, was 

somewhat baffling and defied any explanation, indeed no relationship, positive or 

negative, had been anticipated between these variables.

3 - Financial Preparation for Widowhood

The relationship between financial preparation and the wife’s financial situation during 

widowhood seems rather opaque. No significant relationship was found between levels 

of financial preparation and the widow’s relative financial status, though the trend of the 

data is in the expected direction. This is in keeping with the findings of O’Bryant & 

Morgan (1989). As table 8.8 shows, an expected significant relationship between 

financial preparation and the widow’s current financial status failed to materialise. Such 

a relationship had been found by Morgan (1986) and had been incorporated into the first 

hypothesis (Chapter 5.3.6).

The proportion of Irish widows who had discussed financial matters with their spouse 

(48.5%) approximates closely to the proportions reported in American studies, so the
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absence of a significant relationship with current financial status was all the more 

surprising. Since this relationship features in one of the five hypotheses of this thesis, 

a more detailed discussion will follow in the section specifically devoted to these 

hypotheses. However, a number of observations should be made in the interim. The 

measure of financial preparation used in this study was a new and more comprehensive 

instrument than that used in previous studies, incorporating as it did discussions with 

third parties. The measure of the dependent variable, current financial status, was the 

respondent’s subjective perception of her financial status and not an objective poverty 

threshold such as that used in American studies (Morgan, 1986).

Table 8.8 confirms an anticipated negative relationship between financial preparation and 

frequency of pockets of financial hardship. Widows who had discussed their future 

situation with someone while married were likely to have experienced periods of 

financial hardship less frequently, suggesting that financial preparation may still be a 

valuable construct in understanding economic factors after bereavement. It may well be 

that financial discussions may not affect whether a wife is well-off or short during 

widowhood, but they may nonetheless depress the likelihood of her experiencing periods 

of serious financial hardship.

Following this overview of the key finance-related constructs taken together, each will 

now be taken in turn and crosstabulated with the remaining demographic variables in the 

questionnaire. The first such construct is financial experience which is examined in 

table 8.9.
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Table 8.9

Crosstabulation Matrix for Financial 
Experience (%)

Low Exp. Med. Exp. High Exp.
(53) (105) (38)

Relv mainlv on State 
Transfers +

Yes (149) 30% 54% 16%
No (47) 17% 54% 28%

Urban/Rural *

Urban (146) 22% 57% 21%
Rural (50) 40% 46% 14%

Employed before 
Widowhood +

Yes (105) 27% 48% 25%
No (83) 24% 62% 13%

Social Class

Middle/Upper (82) 21% 55% 24%
Lower (114) 31% 53% 16%

Education ***

Post-primary (68) 12% 55% 33%
Primary only (128) 35% 54% 11%
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Crosstabulation Matrix for Financial 
Experience (%)

Independence Dimension +

More Independent (135) 23% 53% 24%
Less Independent(61) 31% 59% 10%

+ p < 0.1
’ p < 0.05

*’* p <0.001

Crosstabulations involving hitherto untested variables were all in the expected direction. 

Urban widows who do not rely primarily on state transfers and who feel more 

independent were significantly more likely to have had more experience of financial 

management while married. Of the demographic variables included in table 8.9, the 

wife’s education appears to be the most significant in determining her level of financial 

experience. While a significant relationship with social class did not emerge, the trend 

of the data lay in the expected direction. A mildly significant relationship exists with 

having had employment but a relationship between the length of this employment and 

experience of financial management (O’Bryant & Morgan, 1989) was not in evidence. 

A feeling of greater independence was the sole attitudinal dimension in question 11 to 

relate significantly to financial experience. This is in line with the relevant findings in 

the literature and seems to imply that the amount of financial experience the wife has 

while married will have a greater impact on her subsequent financial well-being than on 

her psychological/attitudinal well-being (See table 8.8). This also supports O ’Bryant & 

Morgan’s (1989) contention that pre-bereavement financial variables have minimal 

impact on women’s general well-being during the transition to widowhood.

The second key variable under discussion is the wife’s forewarning of the husband’s 

death. As no demographic factors were deemed likely to influence forewarning, analysis 

of this variable was confined to that in table 8.8. Consequently, the next variable 

examined in this bivariate analysis is financial preparation. Table 8.10 presents the 

crosstabulation matrix for the financial preparation index.
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Table 8.10

Crosstabulation Matrix for Financial 
Preparation Index.

No Prep. Moderate
Prep.

High
Prep.

Decision-making 
Style **

Wife Alone 71% 09% 20%
Husband Alone 42% 25% 33%
Joint 37% 33% 29%

Social Class *

Middle/Upper 33% 28% 39%
Lower 51% 28% 21%

Education ***

Primary 54% 27% 19%
Post-primary 23% 31% 46%

■p <.05
"  p <.01 

p < .001

Better educated, upper/middle-class women who had used a joint decision-making style 

in the home were more likely to have discussed their future situations either with their 

husband or with some other person.

The fourth key financial variable was the widow’s experience of periods of financial 

hardship. It was noted earlier that there may be considerable volatility in a woman’s 

financial situation over the course of widowhood; even widows who are quite well-off 

may still have experienced times when they felt financially stretched. There has been 

a paucity of research into the range of variables which might correlate with such periods 

of financial hardship. Table 8.11 goes some way towards rectifying this omission.
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Table 8.11

Crosstabulation Matrix for Periods of Financial Hardship

Often Sometimes Never

Relv Mainlv on State 
Transfers ***

Yes 30% 40% 30%
No 13% 24% 63%

Social Class ”

Middle/Upper 18% 25% 57%
Lower 31% 44% 25%

Age **

60 - 65 28% 23% 49%
66 - 74 32% 42% 26%
75 + 12% 40% 48%

Education **

Primary 31% 40% 29%
Post-primary 17% 28% 55%

Price-Consciousness *

More Conscious (129) 32% 34% 34%
Less Conscious (61) 14% 40% 46%

* p <.05
**p < .0 1  

p <.001

Crosstabulations were quite significant and correlations ranged between moderate and 

strong. Better educated, higher class, older widows, reliant on private/pension income
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sources were likely to have experienced pockets of financial hardship less frequently. 

Such findings were to be expected. However, of greater interest are the proportions of 

such widows reporting regular or occasional experience of financial hardship. 45% of 

the high education group and 43 % of the middle/upper social class group acknowledged 

that such hardship had occurred "often/sometimes" since they lost their spouse. 

Frequencies for question 15 suggest that this demographically privileged group of 

widows were more prone to encounter such financial hardship in the early months of 

bereavement.

Having considered the widow’s experience of financial hardship over the course of 

widowhood, the final section of this bivariate analysis focused on respondents’ financial 

situation at present. The first step in this analysis was to examine how Irish widows 

judged their current economic well-being relative to what it had been while married. 

Even when allowances are made for the social pressure on widows to report negative 

symptoms as a result of losing their spouses (Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domittner, 1988), the 

proportion of widows maintaining that bereavement had occasioned a deterioration of 

some sort in their finances (50.5%) was substantially higher than expected. 

Crosstabulations for relative financial status appear in table 8.12.
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Table 8.12

Crosstabulation Matrix for Relative Financial Status

Better/Same Worse

Financial Experience

Low 46% 54%
Medium 50% 50%
High 54% 46%

Financial Preparation

None 45% 55%
Moderate 53% 47%
High 52% 48%

Current Financial Status ”**

Well-off/Comfortable 68% 32%
Short/Badly-off 18% 82%

Age**

60 - 65 39% 61%
66 - 74 47% 53%
75 + 66% 34%

Education *

Primary 44% 56%
Post-primary 60% 40%

Price-Consciousness ***

More Conscious 38% 62%
Less Conscious 72% 28%

* p < .05
**p <.01 

p < .001
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All expected significant correlations were confirmed and, where relevant, concurred with 

literature findings. The wife’s experience of money management in the home and 

discussions she may have had on her future welfare were not significantly related to her 

relative financial status (O’Bryant & Morgan, 1989) although the trend of the data for 

both crosstabulations was in the expected direction. The modest correlation with age (r 

=0.24), while puzzling, in fact echoed the findings of Morgan (1986). This latter study 

offered no explanation for this phenomenon. One possible reason may be conditioning. 

Older widows are understandably more likely to have been widowed for a longer period 

of time (chi-sq. =  18.27;p =  .001) and may have been acclimatised to reduced economic 

resources. As a result, this may have conditioned both their perception of their own 

circumstances and their expectation of how well-off a widow should be. In support of 

this view, it will be seen in table 8.13 that older widows’ perception of their current 

financial status is also positively related to age. On a more mundane level, it should 

also be remembered that pockets of financial hardship are, in general, more likely to 

occur in the early years of bereavement. The cumulative effect of these considerations 

may be to render older widows more content with their financial lot than younger 

widows and to judge it more favourably relative to their circumstances while married.

The strong correlation (r=0.53) and the large chi-square (chi-sq. =  68.9; p =.000) 

between relative and current financial status had been expected. Widows who felt short 

or badly-off at present were more likely to judge that their financial situation had 

deteriorated since they lost their spouse. Similarly, those who felt comfortable/well-off 

were more likely to judge that their financial situation had either remained the same or 

had improved. Nonetheless, the absence of any measure of respondents’ financial 

standing before widowhood delimited the deductive possibilities of this analysis. 

Knowing that a majority of those who are currently financially short have seen a 

deterioration in their circumstances since marriage still begs the question of whether they 

felt comfortable or short while married.

No published studies on widowhood have investigated any possible relationship between 

financial variables and any dimensions of consumer behaviour. In this context the 

modest correlation between relative financial status and price-consciousness was a
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noteworthy feature of table 8.12. Widows whose financial situation had deteriorated 

since marriage were significantly more likely to agree that they had become more price

conscious.

The second element of the widow’s financial situation at present is her estimation of how 

short or well-off she considers herself. Table 8.13 presents the results of 

crosstabulations for respondents’ perception of their current financial status.

Table 8.13

Crosstabulation Matrix for Current Financial Status

Well-off/Comfortable Short/Badly-off

Age *

60 - 65 57% 43%
66 - 74 55% 45%
75 + 79% 21%

Education *

Primary 56% 44%
Post-primary 70% 30%

Price-Consciousness *

More Conscious 56% 44%
Less Conscious 77% 23%

* p < .05

Older, better educated widows were more likely to feel comfortable or well-off. 

Expected significant relationships with decision-making style while married and the 

length of widowhood failed to emerge. It is important to stress that table 8.13 concerns
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itself with Irish widows’ perception of their current economic status and, as such, is a 

subjective measure of financial well-being. The data in hand permit no inferences 

regarding widows’ objective income level. It is noteworthy that in the United States 

current perceived economic status was only modestly related to actual income level 

(O’Bryant & Morgan, 1989) and seemed to be determined by a range of other variables 

such as economic status while married, normative expectations, and receipt of benefits 

in kind.

Examination of Hypotheses

Hi

"Widows with greater financial preparation before the death of their husband are 

more likely to have a higher perceived economic status and are likely to 

experience fewer periods of financial hardship."

This hypothesis took as its starting point the seminal research of O’Bryant & Morgan 

(1989). However, two additional dimensions were included for this thesis. First, 

"financial preparation" was extended to include discussions with third parties as well as 

discussions with spouses. Second, it was decided to examine the relationship between 

these discussions and experience of financial hardship during widowhood as well as the 

relationship with perceived economic status. Table 8.8 afforded grounds for rejecting 

the null hypothesis for the second part of H:; women who had held discussions were 

likely to experience fewer periods of financial hardship. However, the same table failed 

to confirm the first part of the hypothesis, that discussions would lead to a higher 

perceived economic status. Further procedures were initiated in an attempt to explain 

this finding.

The first of these was to crosstabulate question 5 (the number of items discussed with 

husband) and question 7 (the number of items discussed with third parties) individually 

with current financial status to check whether one set of discussions was confounding
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a significant relationship between the other set of discussions and financial status. No 

significant relationship was in evidence. The same procedure was repeated, this time 

recoding questions 5 and 7 in binary form ("1" =  anyone ticking any item in question 

5, "0" = anyone failing to tick any item in question 5). Once again, there was no 

significant result. The possibility that item 2 in question 5 - "your future financial 

situation" - might be operating as an umbrella category for other discussion items was 

also entertained, however it too failed to correlate with financial status.

The final procedure involved crosstabulating the combined discussion index (q.5 and q.7) 

with financial status controlling for third variables seen to be prominent throughout the 

bivariate analysis. The two control variables selected were education and social class. 

While none of these triple crosstabulations were statistically significant, the trend of the 

data at the lower end of both control variables lay very much in the expected direction. 

Pre-bereavement discussions did seem to result in a higher financial status for working 

class women with primary education only but not so for their better educated, socially 

superior counterparts. A sample of 196 widows meant that cell numbers for some of 

these triple crosstabulations were quite small and precluded any further investigation of 

this promising line of inquiry.

H2

"Widows who were more involved in the financial affairs of the household while

married are more likely to have a higher perceived economic status."

It can be seen in table 8.8 that women scoring higher on the financial experience index 

were significantly more likely to be "well-off" or "comfortable" following the death of 

their spouse. The second hypothesis was thus supported. The financial experience index 

was intended to embody a comprehensive and long-term measure of the wife’s 

experience of domestic financial management. In this sense there were more compelling 

grounds for supposing that it would relate significantly to the wife’s economic well-being 

in widowhood than the rather short-term discussions involved in
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"Rural widows are likely to experience lower perceived economic status than 

urban widows."

No evidence whatsover could be adduced to support the contention that older rural 

widows enjoy a lower financial status than their urban counterparts. Divergent opinions 

were evidenced in the literature. Whelan & Vaughan (1982), using an Irish sample, had 

found in favour of rural widows, Thompson (1980) using a U.S. sample, in favour of 

urban widows. This study, on the other hand, found no evidence of any relationship. 

However, it should be remembered that the dependent variable in this thesis was the 

widow’s subjective perception of her financial circumstances and not an objective income 

cut-off as used in the two studies cited above.

H4

"Wives who are aware of their husband’s impending death are more likely to 

prepare for the financial implications of widowhood."

Previous research on widowhood pointed to a probable linkage between foreknowledge 

of a spouse’s death and subsequent discussions with that spouse on the survivor’s 

welfare. Table 8.8 shows a significant relationship between these two variables at the 

.05 confidence level with the additional feature that, in this research, discussions with 

persons other than the spouse were incorporated into the dependent variable - the 

financial preparation index. To probe this hypothesis in greater depth, both of the 

constituents of this preparation index, discussions with the spouse and discussions with 

third parties, were analysed separately. Significant relationships were found between 

forewarning and discussions with the spouse (chi-sq. = 4.0; p =.04) and discussions 

with third parties (chi-sq. =  2.9; p =.05) suggesting that each set of discussions makes 

a positive contribution towards supporting the fourth hypothesis.

257



"Women whose financial situation has deteriorated during widowhood will be

more likely to report higher levels of price-consciousness."

The data in table 8.12 permit rejection of the null hypothesis. Women who felt that 

their financial situation had become "a little" or "much worse" than it had been while 

married were significantly (p < .0000) more likely to report higher levels of price- 

consciousness. There was also a moderate correlation ( r=  -0.35) between these two 

variables. An important feature of the battery of attitudinal items used to measure the 

price-consciousness dimension in question 11 was that they probed relative rather than 

absolute price-consciousness. In other words, respondents were reporting whether they 

had become more price-conscious since losing their spouse. While levels of relative 

price-consciousness are significantly more pronounced among widows whose 

circumstances have worsened, it should not be forgotten that a significant majority of 

all respondents reported an increase on this consumer dimension (see table 8.7).

Discriminant Analysis

The measurement level of some of the survey data suggested the application of 

multivariate parametric analysis techniques. A prominent feature of the bivariate 

analysis section was the emphasis put on a number of key financial variables. The 

bivariate analysis revealed that several of these key financial variables correlated with 

each other, suggesting the need to examine their combined effect in determining whether 

respondents belonged to some classificatory group or not. To this end, three two-group 

dummy variable stepwise discriminant analyses were conducted with relative financial 

status, current financial status, and financial experience as the dependent criterion 

variables. Discriminant analysis attempts to find the best linear combination of 

independent variables which will discriminate between two dichotomous groups of the 

criterion variable. The first analysis is reproduced in table 8.14. It attempts to see 

which variables actually discriminate between widows whose fianancial situation 

deteriorates and widows whose financial situation remains the same or better.

H 5
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Table 8.14

Standardised Canonical Discriminant Coefficients for 4 Independent Variables 
with Relative Financial Status as Dependent Variable

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE Standardised Canonical Discriminant 
Coefficients

Third Party Discussions 0.57

Level of Education 0.64

Decision-Making Style * -0.46

Length of Bereavement 0.36

N = 196
Canonical Correlation 0.215

Wilks Lambda 0.953
Chi Square 9.12

P 0.05
% of Group Cases Correctly Classified 56.1%

' Decision-Making Style is a dummy variable. "0" = decisions made by husband or wife alone. "1" = decisions 
are made jointly.

The size and sign of the discriminant coefficients indicate both the relative magnitude 

and the direction of the effect of one predictor variable when the effects of the other 

predictor variables are controlled. Of all the independent predictor variables, level of 

education has the greatest effect; the higher the education of the widow the greater the 

tendency for her to have a better or similar financial status to that while married. Given 

that third party discussions on future financial welfare were investigated for the first time 

in this thesis, their prominence in determining whether widows would be relatively 

better/worse-off was quite noteworthy. Widows most prone to feel worse-off were 

women with primary education only, women who made most purchase decisions while 

married on a joint basis, who did not discuss their future with some third party, and who 

were more recently bereaved. Four additional independent variables had been included 

in the analysis (discussions with husband, employment before widowhood, length of
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employment, social class) but were found not to contribute to the discriminant function 

and were eliminated accordingly.

The next stepwise discriminant analysis procedure focused on current financial status as 

the dependent variable. Table 8.15 shows the results.

Table 8.15

Standardised Canonical Discriminant Coefficients for 4 Independent Variables 
with Current Financial Status as Dependent Variable

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE Standardised Canonical Discriminant 
Coefficients

Amount of Forewarning -0.64

Third Party Discussions 0.39

Level of Education 0.46

Age 0.68

N = 196
Canonical Correlation 0.31

Wilks Lambda 0.9
Chi Square 19.39

P .0007
% of Grouped Cases Correctly Classified 62%

The results of this discriminant analysis reinforce a number of findings in the bivariate 

analysis. Widows who are older, who have post-primary education, and discuss their 

future with some third party tend to feel comfortable or well-off. The discriminant 

analysis confirms that each of these predictor variables has a significant independent 

effect on the widow feeling "well-off" or "comfortable". The negative contribution of 

forewaring to current perceived financial status was baffling. It had been anticipated that 

forewarning would render widows more prone to feel well-off or comfortable if only
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because it would afford them the opportunity to discuss and prepare before losing their 

spouse. The most that can be said at this stage is that this unexpected outcome of the 

analysis at least confirms the equally unsuspected negative correlation between 

forewarning and current financial status noted in table 8.8. Other independent variables 

eliminated were living alone/with others, previous employment, social class, and length 

of bereavement, none of which apparently determine whether a wife will feel well-off 

or short during widowhood.

The third and final discriminant analysis was designed to identify those variables which 

might differentiate between wives with high and low financial experience. The criterion 

variable, financial experience, was coded in binary form. Wives ticking up to 2 of the 

6 index items in questions 2 and 3 were labelled "low experience", all others "high 

experience". Results appear in table 8.16.

Table 8.16

Standardised Canonical Discriminant Coefficients for 2 Independent 
Variables with Financial Experience as Dependent Variable

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE Standardised Canonical Discriminant 
Coefficients

Level of Education 0.86

Length of Employment 0.55

N = 196
Canonical Correlation 0.28

Wilks Lambda 0.9
Chi Square 15.83

P .0004
% of Grouped Cases Correctly Classified 59.1%
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Once again, the pivotal role of the wife’s education as a predictor variable is in 

evidence. This analysis is the first in which any variable relating to the wife’s 

employment history contributes to the discriminant function. Surprisingly, decision

making style in the home did not ostensibly discriminate between levels of financial 

experience, neither did the wife’s age or social class.

Factor Analysis

Question 11 of the survey questionnaire comprised 38 scale items designed to measure 

eleven attitudinal dimensions. A list of these items and their respective dimensions are 

reproduced in appendix 7. A preliminary overview of these 38 statements suggests that 

many of them may relate to more fundamental attitudes than the eleven attitude 

dimensions proposed. In order to probe this possibility further, a factor analysis was 

conducted on these 38 items. While a number of uses have been advanced for factor 

analysis:-

"its appropriate use involves the study of interrelationships among variables in 
an effort to find a new set of variables, fewer in number than the original 
variables, which express that which is common among the original variables" 
(Stuart, 1981, p.51).

Thus the search for new underlying variables normally results in a process of data 

reduction. In the present context, the purpose of this analysis is to isolate a number of 

underlying attitudinal dimensions towards widowhood by which widows may be 

differentiated. The resultant factors are thus dimensions and not, as is sometimes 

thought, clusters or segments of widows.

There are two broad forms of factor analysis, exploratory and confirmatory (Rossi, 

Wright, & Anderson, 1983). In the case of the latter, theory would be drawn upon to 

hypothesise the number and nature of basic dimensions used by older women in their 

estimation of widowhood; factor analysis would then be used to confirm the presence
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of such dimensions. The nature of this thesis precludes such a procedure since research 

on widowhood is not sufficiently developed at present. As a result, exploratory factor 

analysis was conducted. Moser & Kalton (1975) judge this procedure particularly suited 

to the identification of latent structure among batteries of Likert scale items such as those 

in question 11.

The first step involved a principal component analysis of the 38 variables in question 11. 

This process extracts factors sequentially in such a way that the first factor accounts for 

the maximum common factor variance across all 38 variables. The second factor is then 

extracted at right angles to the first factor so that it accounts for the maximum amount 

of residual common factor variance and so on. It is not necessary to reproduce the 

output of principal component analysis here as most marketing research authors advocate 

a further rotation of the factors obtained in the quest for a "purer" more meaningful 

structure (Alt, 1990). The rotation procedure used was VARIMAX, thought to be 

among the best orthogonal procedures (Gorsuch, 1974).

The question of how many factors should be extracted remains a matter of some dispute 

(Tull & Hawkins, 1993). A number of criteria have been proposed for determining 

when factor extraction should be terminated. This thesis proposes using two such 

criteria. The first involves only accepting factors with an extracted variance or 

eigenvalue greater than one (Kinnear & Taylor, 1991), often termed the "roots test". 

The second involves plotting a scree of the eigenvalues obtained for each factor. A 

large break in the plot of the eigenvalues, usually just before the curve straightens out, 

is taken as an indication that factoring should cease. Stewart (1981) considers that both 

these tests provide the most effective means of determining the appropriate number of 

factors to be extracted. Figure 8.1 reproduces the scree plot obtained.
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Figure 8.1

Principal Component Analysis 
Scree Plot

Eigenvalues

Factor Number

It can be seen in figure 8.1 that a noticeable break occurs after the fifth factor. 

Extraction was accordingly terminated after this factor. Table 8.17 presents the findings 

of the VARIMAX rotation.
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Table 8.17

Results of VARIMAX Rotation of Factors *

FACTOR Eigenvalue Percentage 
of Variance

Alpha

Factor 1

I intend to keep up the same interests I had 
when I was married.

6.347 16.7% 0.78

Widows get just as much fun out of 
shopping as married women.

Widows have more freedom than married
women.

Being a widow is not as bad as I thought it 
would be.

I ’m out of the house much more now that 
I ’m widowed.

I ’m coping with widowhood better than I 
thought I would.

My social life has not really changed all that 
much since my husband died.

I ’m just as interested in the latest fashion 
now as when I was married.

I get more enjoyment from going shopping 
now than when I was married.

I ’ve become a more independent person 
since losing my husband.

I ’m more involved in my community since I 
became a widow.

Overall, I spend as much on myself now as I 
did when I was married.
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Table 8.17 (contd.)

Results of VARIMAX Rotation of Factors ’

FACTOR Eigenvalue Percentage 
of Variance

Alpha

Factor 1 (contd.)

Widows should treat themselves now and 
then.

Widows are just as likely as anyone else to 
try new products in the shops.

I have sometimes bought a present just for 
myself since becoming a widow.

Being a widow has its rewards as well as its 
drawbacks.

Factor 2

As a widow I pay more attention to what 
I ’m being charged in the shops.

It annoys me when other people give me 
advice about my money.

I like to save money by shopping around for 
bargains.

I look more often for low prices now than 
when I was married

3.657 9.6% 0.67 ,
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Table 8.17 (contd.)

Results of VARIMAX Rotation of Factors *

FACTOR Eigenvalue Percentage 
of Variance

Alpha

Factor 3 2.260 5.9% 0.71

Widows are less likely to report their 
shopping complaints than other women.

I feel embarassed if I have to bring things 
back to the shop.

Since becoming a widow, I prefer to say 
nothing when I buy something that is not up 
to scratch.

People expect widows not to be too 
outgoing.

People expect widows to behave in a certain 
way when they are out socially.

Other people watch what you do more 
closely when they know you’re a widow.

Factor 4 1.833 5.3% 0.70

My marriage was above average.

My husband was an unusually good man.

If I can, I prefer to give business to the 
same people my husband dealt with.

I often think of what my husband would feel 
when I’m buying important things.

’ The variables for each factor are presented in descending order of their factor loadings with a cut-off of 0.4

The fifth factor extracted had a low eigenvalue, an alpha coefficient of 0.1, and defied 

any coherent interpretation; it was consequently omitted from table 8.17. The 

interpretation and labelling of individual factors, while based on statistical parameters,
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.1

must in the final analysis "make sense". While this exigency may often lead to 

excessive use of subjective judgement, the factors extracted from the current data 

presented few such problems. Factor 1 suggests a dimension embracing an ability to see 

the positive side of widowhood, a feeling of increased independence and self-indulgence, 

an expanded social life, and a continued facility for enjoying consumption. Widows 

scoring highly on this dimension were ostensibly "happy with their lot".

Given that the relationships between the 11 attitude dimensions were a matter of 

conjecture at the outset, the manner in which similar dimensions loaded so readily onto 

the same factor was noteworthy. Factor 1 correlated highly with all four variables for 

the Social Involvement dimension, with three out of four of the Positive Attitude to 

Purchasing variables, two out of the three Independence variables and two out of three 

of the Self-gift variables.

Factor two comprises all three variables designed to measure price-consciousness 

together with an isolated variable concerning annoyance at other people offering financial 

advice. This dimension clearly relates to pecuniary matters. At first glance, it may 

simply appear to reflect a feeling of being financially stretched. However, annoyance 

at the financial advice of others may well indicate a certain resoluteness to stand on 

one’s own feet financially, an integral part of which may involve a determination to 

monitor amounts spent more closely.

The third factor correlates significantly with all of the Reluctance to Complain variables 

and three of the four Social Expectation variables. With both of these scales loading on 

the same factor, a case can be made that this dimension comports the feeling that 

widows’ behaviour is socially monitored, that this behaviour should be circumspect, and 

that this circumspection should translate into a reduced propensity to complain in the 

event of post-purchase dissatisfaction. In brief, this factor suggests the belief that other 

people expect widows to be meek and demure in their behaviour.
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The variables loading on the fourth factor were all scale items intended to measure 

Husband Sanctification. This points to an underlying dimension centred on the 

marriage, the deceased spouse, and his continued influence on some of the widow’s 

decisions. As the highest loading was on the item "My marriage was above average", 

the factor clearly revolves around the widow’s recollection and evaluation of her 

marriage. Since all four significant variables loaded positively on this factor, the 

underlying dimension must itself be similarly interpreted as viewing the marriage and 

the spouse in a favourable light.

The four factors above explain approximately 40% of the common factor variance; some 

researchers might feel less than satisfied with this amount. However, it should be 

remembered that no claim was made that the pool of 38 items from which the factors 

were extracted was itself a comprehensive repository for all possible dimensions of a 

womans’s outlook on widowhood. A large proportion of the items related explicitly to 

consumption-related matters which, while important, may be tangential to the more 

personal aspects of bereavement.

Multiple Regression Analysis

Chapter three highlighted the difficulty involved in determining what precisely 

constitutes a functional transition to widowhood. However, it was felt that this difficulty 

should not preclude at least some attempt being made to ascertain whether respondents 

were positively or negatively disposed in terms of their attitude towards widowhood. 

This line of thinking provided the rationale for including four items in question 11 of the 

questionnaire designed to form an "Adjustment to Widowhood" scale. Inter-item 

reliability for this scale was satisfactory and a majority of respondents rated themselves 

favourably on it (see table 8.6). However, when scores for this scale were entered into 

the bivariate analysis, results were quite lacklustre; no significant relationships were 

uncovered either with mainstream financial or demographic variables. In hindsight this 

should not have been a matter of any great surprise. It would have been somewhat naive
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to expect that such a complex construct as adjustment to widowhood could be 

comprehensively measured by means of four attitudinal scale items.

Despite this setback, the outcome of the factor analysis in table 8.17 prompted further 

investigation of this topic. In particular, factor one was seen to reflect a broadly 

positive/expansive attitude towards widowhood and, whilst it would be incorrect to 

construe it as a definitive measure of functional adjustment to widowhood, it was clearly 

more comprehensive than the four-item scale used initially. It was thus determined to 

utilise respondents’ scores on this factor as a distinct variable. In order to do this, 

individual scores on each of the fifteen items which loaded significantly on factor one 

were weighted by the factor loading for that item. All fifteen weighted scores were then 

added to give a composite overall score for each widow on factor 1. This interval level 

variable could then be entered into the multivariate analysis.

Dummy variable, stepwise multiple regression analysis was then conducted with factor 

one scores as the dependent variable. The purpose of this analysis was to describe how 

a number of the central variables broached in the survey might affect a positive outlook 

on widowhood. Table 8.18 presents the results of this regression analysis. Choice of 

independent variables was governed primarily by a perceived logical relationship 

between predictor and criterion variables. The use of stepwise regression analysis 

obviated the need for collinearity diagnosis.
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Table 8.18

Stepwise Multiple Regression of the Effects of Eight Independent Variables on
Factor One

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE Standardised Betas

1 Employment Before Widowhood1 - 0.19 **

2 Current Financial Status - 0.04

3 Financial Preparation 0.16 *

4 Amount of Forewarning - 0.003

5 Social Class 0.07

6 Financial Experience 0.02

7 Relative Financial Status 0.22 **

8 Level of Education 0.04

N = 196
R2 = 0.09
F = 2.3
P = 0.02

* Statistically significant at the 5 % level 
'* Statistically significant at the 1 % level
1 Entered as a dummy independent variable. "1" = employed before widowhood. "0" = not employed.

Three of the eight independent variables significantly affected the widow’s positive 

outlook on widowhood: employment before widowhood, immediate financial preparation 

for widowhood and her relative financial status. If a wife held employment before being 

widowed, had a higher relative financial status and financial preparation, then there was 

a greater tendency for her to have a positive outlook on widowhood. The failure of the 

education variable to have an independent effect on outlook towards widowhood came
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somewhat as a surprise given its prominence in the bivariate analysis. Taken in 

combination, the three significant independent variables explain a modest 9% of the 

variance in positive outlook on widowhood. However, a number of considerations 

should be borne in mind. First, the sample size delimited the number of independent 

variables which could be entered into the regression equation. In hindsight, it is 

probable that the length of bereavement could have explained some variance in factor 

one had it been entered in the regression equation. Second, many of the independent 

variables available for this analysis are finance-related and the literature suggests that the 

impact of such variables on psychological well-being during widowhood may be minimal 

(O’Bryant, 1990). A range of non-financial variables such as the nature of the conjugal 

relationship, the quality of the widow’s familial and social networks, the state of the 

widow’s physical and mental health, all suggest themselves as more promising predictor 

variables in explaining levels of adjustment to widowhood.

The final stage of the multivariate analysis involved conducting a similar stepwise 

regression, this time with financial preparation as the dependent variable. Financial 

preparation had played a prominent role both in the bivariate and multivariate analysis 

and because it had been operationalised for the first time in an extended manner in this 

thesis, the relative influence of other variables in determining levels of such preparation 

was a matter of some interest. Table 8.19 presents the findings of this regression 

analysis.
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Table 8.19

Stepwise Multiple Regression of the Effects of Three Independent Variables on
Financial Preparation

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES Standardised Betas

Level of Financial Experience 0.16 *

Amount of Forewarning 0.22 **

Level of Education1 0.298 **

N = 196
R2 = 0.20
F = 15.98
P = .0000

* p =  .01
•* p = .001
1 Entered as dummy independent variable. "0" = primary education only. "1" = all others

Given that the choice of independent variables for insertion into the regression equation 

was both limited and a matter of subjective judgement, the amount of variance in 

financial preparation for widowhood explained by these three predictor variables was 

quite significant. The higher R2 in table 8.19 compared to that in table 8.18 serves to 

highlight the point that finance-related variables are typically more likely to be associated 

with changes in other financial variables than with changes in psychological dimensions. 

According to table 8.19, the higher the wife’s level of education, the more forewarning 

she has of her husband’s death, and the more experience she has of financial 

management, the more likely she is to have discussions on her future welfare with her 

spouse and/or with some third party. It was seen in the bivariate analysis (tables 8.8 

and 8.10) that each of these three independent variables correlated significantly with 

financial preparation. The results of the multiple regression analysis permit further 

specification of this relationship; it can now be seen that each of these three variables 

exercises an independent effect in their own right on the wife’s tendency to hold

273



discussions on her future economic welfare. The importance of not including too many 

dummy variables in the regression equation led to the exclusion of social class and 

decision-making style from the analysis. As both of these variables correlated with 

financial preparation at the bivariate level there are at least prima facie grounds for their 

being included in multivariate analysis at some later stage.

Conclusions

Overall, the widows represented in this study sample have effected a reasonably 

successful transition in economic terms to widowhood. While bereavement was seen to 

be the occasion if not the catalyst for a downward shift in financial resources for a 

majority of women, their involvement in domestic decision-making and their experience 

of financial management while married far exceeded what might have been expected 

given the findings reported by Lopata (1973). The time interval between Lopata’s work 

and the present research serves to highlight the possible influence of a cohort effect on 

levels of financial sophistication among widows. Awareness levels of specific financial 

items, tested for the first time in this thesis, were equally impressive. A further general 

finding of this survey was that the economic well-being of widows is apparently far from 

static. Acquaintanceship with financial hardship at some stage was not unknown, even 

among widows who, in all other respects, were financially secure. A modicum of 

financial mobility during widowhood was quite prevalent amongst this sample.

Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of the analysis of the four key finance-related 

variables in table 8.8 was the absence of any significant relationship between wives 

holding discussions on their future welfare and their subsequent economic status in 

widowhood. A possible explanation for this anomaly may lie in the profile of this Irish 

sample. Because of their age and relatively recent bereavement, it is likely that their 

husbands were either retired or near retirement when discussions took place. In either 

case, their scope for manoeuvering on foot of these discussions would have been quite 

limited. Pension entitlements would have been determined, and the possibility of
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"topping up" insurance premiums at this age are virtually nil. Homes had been 

purchased outright, so the wife’s continued occupancy of the couple’s house was not in 

question. Consequently, discussions on these matters might well reassure the wife on a 

psychological level but there was little they could do to alter her subsequent financial 

situation to any significant degree. This point is reinforced by the finding in table 8.17 

that preparatory discussions for widowhood had a significant independent impact upon 

the woman’s outlook towards widowhood. In this regard it would be more germane to 

an understanding of the widow’s financial status to have garnered information on the size 

of the pension, the amount of the insurance policy, and the value of the property rather 

than to enquire whether such items had been discussed. This line of argument may 

explain why wives with long-term experience of financial management were more likely 

to feel financially comfortable during widowhood, whereas wives who had merely 

discussed financial matters were not. It also raises the possibility that the impact of 

finance-related discussions on financial welfare during widowhood may be more 

pronounced in the case of younger women as they may have greater scope to initiate 

corrective measures on foot of such discussions.

Constraints on the length of the survey questionnaire limited the number of explanatory 

variables for the multivariate analysis. In particular, the use of a self-administered 

research instrument did not lend itself to measuring a range of relational and 

psychological well-being variables which might relate to a woman’s outlook on 

widowhood. Nonetheless, the discriminant and regression analyses did permit a test of 

the effects of some crucial variables on financial factors during widowhood and on how 

positive the individual widow’s outlook was. Specifically, the prominent role of 

education in explaining variance in four of the five multivariate analyses was noted. The 

sole case in which education did not have a significant effect was in table 8.18 where 

the dependent variable was factor one, suggesting that the effect of education as a 

predictor variable may be more pronounced when the criterion variable is finance- 

related. While social classification and living alone/with others did exhibit significant 

univariate effects, they were seemingly mediated through other variables in the 

multivariate analyses.
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The quantitative analysis also included results from 11 attitudinal scales. Most of the 

scale items were constructed specifically for this thesis. Table 8.6 presented the 

reliability scores for these 11 scales. While nine of these 11 scales yielded acceptable 

reliability levels, the question of their validity remained open and validity is of critical 

importance for psychometric scale-items. The output from the VARIMAX rotation in 

table 8.17 did however provide substantial evidence of the construct validity of most of 

these scales. Such validity is present whenever a measure of some construct relates to 

measures of other relevant concepts in a theoretically expected way. Kerlinger (1986) 

has shown the role factor analysis can play in ascertaining construct validity for 

psychometric constructs. In the present context, the manner in which several of the 

"positive" dimensions such as Perceived Independence, Social Involvement, Positive 

Attitude towards Purchasing, and Self Gift-giving loaded on the same factor may be 

taken as evidence of construct validity, as indeed may the way in which "negative" 

dimensions such as Reluctance to Complain and Perceived Social Expectations also 

loaded on another factor.

Particular attention was paid to factor one in table 8.17. This factor bespoke a positive, 

expansive attitude towards being widowed and was subsequently entered as such in the 

multivariate analysis. Caution should be exercised in interpreting this dimension. It 

would be incorrect, for example, to deduce from the scale items for this factor that 

widowhood has made no difference or that the grief and loneliness experienced were less 

intense. The factor items only indicate that respondents endorsing them are ostensibly 

effecting a more functional transition to widowhood, perhaps because they possess more 

resilient dispositions. Respondents registering highly on this dimension should not be 

too readily stereotyped as "merry widows".
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CHAPTER NINE 

PERSONAL INTERVIEW FINDINGS



CHAPTER 9

9.1.

Introduction.

This chapter presents the results of the semi-structured "call-back" interviews held with 

a subsample of widows from the national survey. The methodology for these interviews 

was outlined in chapter 6.10. It had been expected that non-response bias would be 

rather pronounced among the 34 widows eventually interviewed; a fourfold sifting 

process had taken place for most of these respondents. They had been asked initially 

whether they would answer the E.C. survey, and then the widows survey. They were 

subsequently asked whether they would agree to be re-interviewed by the author at a 

later date. Finally, they were approached in person by the author for the purposes of 

conducting this interview. The resultant non-response bias favoured widows from lower 

social classes - 23 of the 34 widows belonged to social calsses 4 to 7 - and those living 

alone. Such bias would have been of greater moment if this sample had been intended 

to be a representative one. Nevertheless, this bias did mean that the limited means of 

the majority of respondents precluded them from having to make many of the consumer 

decisions under investigation.

The semi-structured questionnaire used for these personal interviews is reproduced in 

Appendix 9. The data reduction for the open-ended questions will follow the guidelines 

proposed by (Kent, 1993) which suggest an amalgam of paraphrase, classification, and 

quasi-statistics. This process was enriched by being able to analyse responses in the 

light of earlier responses made during the quantitative survey.
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9.2.

The Role of Widow.

Section A of the interview questionnaire sought to examine the impact of any residue of 

the late husband’s occupation on widows’ current perception of themselves. It also 

sought to determine how salient the role of widow was to them and whether they had 

had any "role model" at the time of bereavement. Roughly one third of respondents had 

been involved in some way with their husband’s work while married. These comprised 

widows who had had peripheral involvement mainly through social functions as well as 

widows actively helping their husbands in family enterprises or in farmwork.

Twelve widows reported some form of contact with the husband’s workplace since his 

death. Those whose husbands worked in larger commercial/semi-state concerns were 

sent newsletters or received regular visits from a personnel or welfare official. Army 

and Garda widows maintained contact through well organised widows associations. 

Widows of small business or retail owners were more likely to stress continuing contact 

with their former clientele. The overall amount of contact reported tended to vary 

depending on whether the spouse had been working or retired at the time of his death; 

retirees had already begun to relinquish contact with their workplace before their deaths. 

Roughly a third of the women still viewed themselves as "occupational" wives (question 

4), most of these had husbands in the professions or skilled trades. Widows who had 

had occupations themselves outside the home or who were separated from their husband 

were unlikely to view themselves this way.

The question of whether their husband’s occupation "still mattered" to them elicited a 

wide range of responses. Almost a half (n= 16) replied in the affirmative. These were:-

i) widows with a continuing interest in their spouse’s occupational field. For 

example, soldiers’ widows continuing to read army promotions in the 

newspapers, widows of builders noticing the brickwork on houses, a retailer’s 

widow still interested in window display.
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ii) widows who considered occupation to have been an integral part of their 

husband’s life and of which they, as wives, felt proud.

iii) widows of workers in firms with a strong local identity. It appeared for 

example, that being a "Ford" or a "Murphy’s" widow in Cork City was a matter 

of some considerable pride and security.

Thus, while the majority of widows had no involvement with their husband’s work, or 

contact with his workplace after bereavement, their spouse’s occupation still mattered 

to them. These women tended to be widows of professionals, farmers, and the self- 

employed.

Questions 6 to 9 sought to examine the importance of the role of widow to respondents. 

They had been presented with one of two cards, each containing the same seven roles 

in different order. Only two respondents chose the role of widow among the three 

which meant most to them. Such an overwhelming rejection of the role of widow had 

not been expected.

The range of reasons given for not selecting the role of widow fell into four broad 

categories. First, a small number reported never thinking of themselves as widows, not 

believing that their husband had gone, or of having been taken aback the first time they 

had heard themselves referred to as widows. Further probing suggested that this small 

grouping were not exaggerating; they simply never thought of themselves as widows. 

The second group, the most numerous, voiced some form of aversion to the role of 

widow. They either "hated it", it made them sad and tearful, or they felt they had yet 

to come to terms with it.

A third group, all of whom were upper middle class, interpreted the label "widow" more 

in terms of a stereotype than a role. This view is typified by the remarks of one Dublin 

widow :-
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"Widowhood is just a name, a box. What does being a widow mean? A widow is a nothing person. Of course you can feel "widowish" and go around feeling sad for yourself."
This sentiment was echoed by a Midland’s woman for whom the term "widow" was 

synonymous with a "wiristru", an abbreviation of "A Mhuire, is trua" (O Mary, how 

hard things are!). For another recently bereaved member of this group being called a 

widow was the same as being called an old maid and she asked the interviewer to refrain 

from using the term for the remainder of the interview. The fourth and last group 

comprised a minority of women who simply rated other roles above the role of widow; 

if the role of widow was not relished neither was it denied. These respondents reported 

minimal disruption to their lives and to their other roles as a result of bereavement.

When presented with their earlier responses in the structured questionnaire to the scale 

item "I don’t mind letting people know I ’m a widow", respondents who disliked the title 

widow were at pains to point out that this dislike was in no sense a reflection on the 

great sense of loss they felt or on the esteem in which they held their late spouse.

It was interesting to note how women voicing a definite dislike for the role of widow 

still recalled having widowed role models at the time of bereavement. Most of these 

models were friends or neighbours, though siblings and aunts were also mentioned. In 

only three of the eleven cases cited did the women actually discuss widowhood with this 

model; in most cases emulation was at a distance. Further probing revealed that most 

models were consulted less for behavioural specifics than as benchmarks for coping after 

they had lost their spouse

"I looked up to no one widow in particular. But I was aware of many widows around and could see they had coped. I felt that if they had coped, so could I"
The role of widow was mentioned by only two widows among their top three roles. The 

pronounced unpopularity of the role of widow was in marked contrast to the popularity 

of the role of grandmother. Of the 25 widows for whom the role of grandmother 

applied, sixteen ranked it first. The nine women who placed it second had all given 

their first preference to the role of mother. Probing as to why the role of grandmother
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outflanked all other roles produced little by way of elaboration; that their role as 

grandmother should come first was something self-evident and axiomatic. They had an 

overriding emotional (and sometimes financial) investment in their grandchildren which 

had paid a handsome dividend in terms of the interest, friendship, and help the 

grandmother had received in return. After grandmother and mother, the roles of 

neighbour, friend, and sister came next in descending order. The role of aunt was of 

minor importance.

9.3.

Accommodation.

Section B of the questionnaire dealt with the topic of accommodation. Answers from 

the national survey indicated whether respondents had changed residence since becoming 

widowed. Of the thirty four respondents willing to be personally interviewed, only two 

had moved. Widows who have moved during widowhood are more likely to be 

institutionalised - in which case they would be excluded from the target population - or 

to be living with offspring who may have "shielded" them from field staff. This low 

incidence of moving approximates closely to the proportion who had moved in the 

national survey.

Twenty eight widows had either decided not to move or had simply never thought of 

moving in the first place. The overall impression was one of resolute determination to 

stay put for as long as was practicable. Most widows failed to give a reason for not 

moving. The few who did cited reasons involving their deceased spouses:-

"As long as I’m in this house, he’s present. If I left, I’d miss all the nooks and crannies which are his. "
"I’ve stayed in this house for his reasons; it meant so much to him. "

The four widows who had wanted to move but refrained from doing so cited either the 

size of the house or the absence of offspring nearby as their principal reason for wishing

281



to move. The two widows who had in fact moved seemed quite atypical. Instead of 

such expected reasons as inability to manage and physical mobility, one had been evicted 

from her home by the inheritor of her husband’s estate, the other had decided with her 

husband that they would move from the city to the country when he retired; she was 

now unilaterally implementing their joint decision. These two cases precluded any 

realistic classification of the more usual factors prompting widows to move.

9 .4.

Consumer Behaviour.

Section C of the interview questionnaire was devoted to purchase behaviour. The first 

question in this section, question 20, probed the widows’ awareness of any broad 

changes in their spending and consumer behaviour since bereavement. This was one of 

the more pivotal questions in these interviews. Responses were illuminating and varied; 

this variety did not however lend itself to any obvious system of classification. In the 

absence of such a system, answers will be analysed based on whether widows registered 

no change, a negative change, or a positive change in their purchase behaviour.

Nine of the thirty four respondents reported no perceived change in their spending and 

consumer behaviour. These included both those who had continued to relish spending 

and shopping after bereavement and those who had continued to dislike it. The most 

noteworthy feature of this group was that all hailed from lower social classes. Restricted 

means in married life had probably been followed by similarly restricted means in 

widowhood; the economic scope for any change was quite narrow. While it is possible 

that these widows may simply have failed to advert to changes in their behaviour and 

outlook, they were probed extensively to check for any lack of introspection on their 

part.

Almost half of the widows (n= 16) reported some adverse effect on their spending and 

consumer behaviour, most of them were also from lower social classes. The most 

commonly cited adverse effect was a general loss of interest in this area, coupled with 

a perceived need for financial restraint:-
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"I was always a careful shopper. But when you lose your husband, you lose half of yourself and that includes half of the enjoyment of shopping."
Other widows claimed that their husband had been intricately and intimately involved 

in their consumption behaviour. For instance, their husband had enjoyed seeing them 

purchase apparel; he might even have accompanied them on their shopping excursion. 

This apparel was purchased above all for him to comment on and to enjoy. With his 

departure, much of the rationale for such consumption had been removed. A final 

adverse effect, seemingly unique to recently bereaved women, was a tendency while 

shopping to lapse into believing the husband was still alive. Two women reported 

gravitating towards the men’s clothing section in stores, handling merchandise, and then 

having to pull themselves up abruptly and remind themselves that the object of their 

purchase behaviour was no longer alive.

The five widows reporting what might be termed a positive change in their consumer 

behaviour, all belonged to social classes 1 to 3, as such they were likely to have either 

maintained or augmented relatively high levels of disposable income. The remarks from 

these women have leitmotifs of release and a certain extravagance; their vividness 

warrants reproducing them in part:-

"I fling it away now. I’ve stopped saving. I say "this money has to be used". We didn’t spend enough when married. Money is not for saving."
"I’m spending much more now - carpets, wallpaper, holidays. When my husband was ill I worried about paying the medical bills. Now I’ve two pensions though. I get more kicks buying for the kids than for myself. Sometimes when I buy for myself I often ask "why do I do it?"."

Having examined broad changes in consumer behaviour, questions 21 to 25 asked the 

widows to recall any purchases made in the early post-bereavement phase and the 

circumstances in which they were made. Despite the lengthy time interval involved for 

some respondents, sixteen of the thirty four widows recalled some item(s) of 

expenditure. The questions asked were intended to detect the presence of either 

impulsive behaviour or "reality testing" (chapter 3.4.1). Overall, there was minimal 

evidence of these phenomena. Most of the examples cited referred to domestic
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appliances and home decoration/improvement. The justification for these purchases was 

anything but impulsive - items were obsolescent, too big for one person, or the widow 

had been pressurised by kin into acquiring them. In only two cases did widows intimate 

any impulsive overtones to their behaviour. One widow bought a trailer tent to go on 

the camping holiday she and her husband had always promised themselves. The other: -

"went on a shopping spree. I don’t know what came over me. I was buying for the kids and grandchildren. I don’t know what was wrong but I kept doing it. Maybe it was a way of letting go ?"
This latter example echoed many of the compulsive features mentioned by the 

bereavement counsellors in chapter 6.2.

Only two answers could be clearly identified as instances of "reality-testing". One 

woman had had her house painted to prove to herself "that she could get on with living", 

the other had taken driving instructions "as part of my wish to be independent". But 

apart from these four cases, there was scant evidence of these early purchases being 

related to the spouse’s demise in anything other than a pragmatic manner.

Questions 26 to 29 sought to investigate whether respondents had engaged in product 

disposition in the early stages of widowhood. Widows were first asked how they felt 

about acquiring modem, up-to-date, items for their homes. They were then probed 

further to see if their attitude would alter if the item being disposed of or replaced had 

been associated in some way with their late husband, for example, that it had been his, 

or that he had bought it.

Answers were quite diffuse, however, they did suggest that two distinct dimensions were 

in operation. The first concerned attitudes to modem versus old-fashioned goods, the 

second concerned how ready or reluctant they were to part with goods connected in 

some way with their husband. A fourfold matrix proved helpful in analysing responses. 

(See fig.9.1 below)
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Figure 9.1

Attitude Dimensions Towards Product Disposition

Ready to 
Replace

Reluctant 
to Replace

Modem 1 2

| Fashioned 3 4

The majority of respondents belonged to category 1 above. They had no inherent 

objection to acquiring things new albeit that many did not have the means to do so. The 

term "practical" surfaced frequently in describing this frame of mind. If items 

associated with their spouse became obsolete or broke down, replacing them was of no 

great consequence; most were quite content to retain a limited number of small personal 

effects as momentos.

A limited number of widows (category 3 above) were not particularly concerned with 

the association between their spouses and items in their homes. Their reluctance to 

replace furnishings or appliances stemmed rather from a dislike for modem goods in 

general or a feeling that it was not worth replacing anything given their advanced age.

Five respondents appeared to qualify as category 4 widows above. Their determination 

not to part with items associated with their spouse was so strong as to preclude the 

acquisition of any replacements, modem or traditional. To this extent, category 2 and 

category 4 widows may be treated as one. One such widow of six years standing would 

neither re-arrange nor replace anything her husband had done in the home; she refused 

to sit in the room in which he had normally sat. Another widow of the same duration 

was reluctant to change wallpaper he had hung - his toys from childhood and his shirts 

had all been kept. A Midlands woman expressed some of the thinking behind this 

behaviour:-
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"I’ve no desire to change anything in this house. They’re part o f us. I ’ve still 
his clothes. It would kill me if I saw someone in the town wearing them. "

All of the widows were then asked to remember any items which had been disposed of 

during widowhood. Ten responded affirmatively citing such goods as lawnmowers, 

pianos, freezers, and cars. Seeing these goods leave the home did not engender any 

obvious regret. Reasons for disposal were quite varied, however, it appeared that items 

which were more closely associated with the husband such as his tools, his piano, or his 

car, were more likely to be passed on to kin than to be sold off. There was no evidence 

of goods associated with the husband being disposed of to lessen the pain their continued 

presence in the home might have given rise to.

Questions 30 to 33 explored the information sources used by the widows. It did so by 

first asking which sources were consulted prior to the most recent purchase of a durable 

good and then asking the sources they would use in general for a purchase such as this. 

Figures 9.2 and 9.3 below illustrate the findings.

Information Source for Most Recent Durable

Figure 9.2.

Offspring 15

Own Experien

( 5

Neighbour/
Friend

5
Salespersons

N = 31
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General Information Source Used

Figure 9 .3 . Offspring

4
Salesperson

Own Experience 7

N = 31

These results are in keeping with the research stream initiated by Schiffman (1971) 

which was outlined in chapter 2.9. It will be remembered that this approach stressed 

the primacy of personal over mass media information sources for the purchase decisions 

of older consumers. It should be borne in mind however, that this small sample of 

widows was asked about one purchase category alone, durables, and that choice of 

information source may be contingent upon the product class in question.

9.5.

Financial Behaviour.

Section D of the questionnaire examined financial behaviour during widowhood. 

Questions 34 to 41 were designed to examine whether respondents received any large 

sum of money at the time of their husband’s death, the sources from whom they 

sought/received advice, and how the sum had been invested or spent. Because of the 

skewed income profile of respondents, the number of women reporting that they had 

received any such sum was predictably low. They totalled seven in all or 20% of the
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sample. Smaller sums such as those accruing to poorer widows to cover funeral 

expenses were excluded from the analysis.

Six of the seven widows who had had to deal with large sums of money belonged to the 

upper half of the social class spectrum. At the time their prevailing attitude towards 

these sums was one of indifference rather than bewilderment, an indifference borne of 

the numbed condition in which they found themselves. However, two of the six had 

been handling similar sums regularly in a professional capacity and took the allocation 

decision very much in their stride. Unit trusts and deposit accounts were typical 

destinations for these funds. The perceived quality of any advice obtained was not 

affected by whether it was solicited or proffered, nor by whether the advisor in question 

was a family member or a professional (solicitor or financial consultant). The seventh, 

working class, widow was exceptional in every sense; her reaction to obtaining a 

substantial sum of money was one of delight. She dismissed the advice of an official 

from her late husband’s place of work to invest it and opted instead to purchase a car 

for her son and to extend her house.

The next topic broached was the women’s attitude towards saving during widowhood. 

Twelve widows claimed that bereavement had not altered their saving behaviour in any 

way. Thus a majority registered some change in this area. The most common change 

was towards greater caution and increased emphasis on saving. This, the largest group, 

comprised widows who seemingly did not have to save but did, widows who dearly 

wished to save but did not have the wherewithal to do so, and widows who found 

themselves having to save if they were, for example, to take a holiday or purchase some 

appliance for their home. The seven widows reporting a reduced propensity to save 

tended to be more recently bereaved and were equally spread across the social spectrum. 

It was not possible to ascertain precisely what lay beneath this reduction in saving 

behaviour, save that money and material goods in general had become of lesser 

importance in a life without their husband.

The questionnaire then focused on the use of financial institutions. All the upper/ 

middle-class women held bank accounts in their own name; only one third of the other
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widows had accounts, opting instead for credit unions, post-offices, and "minding their 

own money" in equal numbers. Most bank accounts were with the same banks their 

husband had dealt with. This continued custom seemed a matter of deliberate choice - 

staff would be more likely to know the client’s circumstance, her status, and her 

husband. Those using a bank other than their husband’s usually did so for reasons of 

convenience and location.

Of the twenty respondents with bank accounts, fourteen were aware of being members 

of one or other of the senior banking schemes. The remainder were entitled to be, and 

possibly were, members in their respective banks but appeared unaware of this. Half 

of the twenty bank account holders, including three scheme members, were unable to 

mention any of the features/concessions accorded members. The remaining half 

exhibited a vague and fragmentary knowledge; few could cite more than one feature. 

The overall impression given by these widowed customers was one of tepid enthusiasm.

In general, dealing with banks did not present any significant problems for these 

widowed clients. The vast majority had not noticed any change in the way they had 

been treated by staff since bereavement, exceptions were three women who felt that 

widows’ credit rating in banks was low and would adversely affect their ability to secure 

loans. Further questioning revealed that six widows had applied for loans, three 

unsuccessfully and three without any problem. While the three unsuccessful applicants 

greatly resented the manner in which they had been dealt with, all had continued their 

custom with their respective banks. Attitudes towards banks were more temperate than 

might be expected among the general population; no unsavoury epithets were used. It 

was more a case that they saw themselves counting for little in the fiscal scheme of 

things.

The small number who had applied for bank loans was symptomatic of a general 

aversion to all forms of credit. There was a hint of pride for most respondents in 

reporting that they had neither applied for a loan nor a credit card (only four widows 

were cardholders).
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Chapter 2.11 suggested that an examination of the bequest motive among older 

consumers might prove a fruitful area for further research. To this end, respondents 

were asked their views on bequeathing. Clearly, this is a highly sensitive topic, 

however, virtually all widows spoke with candour and openness. Their remarks, while 

exploratory, provide a useful insight into the range of motives which may underly such 

bequeathing behaviour. Respondents were divided evenly into those who considered 

bequeathing important and those who did not. However, within each group there was 

quite a spectrum of opinion. Looking first at those for whom bequeathing was 

important, the majority were working-class widows who voiced an earnest and 

unequivocal desire to be able to leave something to their families, though for some their 

present financial situation made this an unlikely prospect. There appeared to be two 

principal motives underlying this desire to bequeath. The first was the perception that 

being able to bequeath something enhanced the social status of the family and possibly 

of the widow herself. The second motive was a desire to acknowledge or reciprocate 

family members for favours received during widowhood.

However, for a small number of widows, the focus of their desire to bequeath was more 

acute. These widows had offspring who, because of failed marriages or some disability, 

were now principally dependent on their mothers. Their future financial welfare pre

occupied much of their mother’s thinking.

The widows for whom bequeathing was not important had a higher social class profile. 

They included four motivational types. The first, and most numerous, may be best 

characterised by the remarks of one woman:-

" We’ve educated them - that’ll help them earn. They can have the house between them, that’s all. I’m not going to leave myself short. I want to be able to live comfortably, they can have what’s left."
This group exhibited no overriding desire to bequeath, a fact which did not appear to 

reflect on the quality of their attachment to their offspring. The second group did not 

have any offspring and did not appear particularly desirous to bequeath to anyone. A 

third group did have offspring, did have the means to bequeath, but simply failed to give
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the subject any consideration:

" They’ve more money than I have. I don’t think of it. It’s not something that worries me. I do, of course, wonder about how they’ll get on when I’m gone."
The last non-bequeathing group numbered two widows, both relatively young with 

adequate means. Because their offspring were in the earlier stages of the family life 

cycle, these women felt that the benefits of bequeathing might accrue to their children 

too late:-

"Give it to them now when it’s of value. You get back what you give. Why wait to give it to them when they won’t need it?"
Irrespective of whether respondents considered bequeathing important or not, a majority 

of the women had at least given the matter some serious thought and had taken some 

action such as writing a will or discussing the topic with their offspring. There was no 

evidence of professionals, other than solicitors, having been consulted in this regard. 

Only three widows felt that their families actually expected to be left particular 

belongings or sums of money; all three were currently aware of intra-familial jostling 

and tension over which family member should inherit which belongings.

Vacation and Leisure Activities.

Section E of the interview questionnaire was devoted to vacation and leisure activities. 

Thirteen of the thirty four widows had not taken a holiday of a week or more since their 

husband’s death. Social class rather than recency of bereavement seemed to determine 

propensity to take a holiday. Most holidays were taken in the first year of bereavement. 

Of the twenty women who had taken a holiday, half had found the decision to go away 

a difficult one to make.

There was much vacillation in evidence. Women wondered about loneliness, about the
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advisability of visiting places associated with their late spouse, about the vicissitudes of 

travelling alone. On the other hand, those who found the decision easy to make usually 

did so because they were travelling with friends or relatives, a fact that minimised these 

problems.

The majority of these first holidays after bereavement might be termed mediocre. There 

were accounts of outbursts of crying, feelings of acute loneliness, and loss of appetite. 

However, despite these setbacks, virtually all widows who had taken a first holiday had 

subsequently gone on to take additional holidays. These typically involved visiting 

relatives or touring in Ireland and in the U.K. accompanied by a friend or relative. In 

only one instance did offspring accompany their widowed mother on holiday.

Question 66 sought to find out whether widows felt any restriction on their choice of 

holiday destination as a result of bereavement. Most reported no such restriction; those 

that did felt that certain destinations such as Spanish resorts with their strong emphasis 

on couple-companionate leisure were no longer realistic options. In a more general way, 

any resort where entertainment was centred around pub life was seen as highly 

problematic.

Understandably, no widow reported that her holidays as a widow were better than her 

holidays as a married woman. For most they were either "different" or "worse". 

"Different" usually denoted a different type of destination. Married with children, they 

may have been prevented from travelling abroad, and so foreign travel was not feasible 

until now. It could also mean having to take the initiative for the first time regarding 

what should be done while on holiday. Those women for whom holidays as a widow 

were "worse" pointed to the fact that they had to be more deferential to the wishes of 

their travel companions now. They also missed not being able to discuss and share 

holiday experiences intimately as they would have done formerly with their spouse.

A comprehensive audit of widows’ leisure activities could be best compiled through a 

structured survey. The answers to question 68 in these interviews provide no more than 

a preliminary outline of the leisure activities which might be investigated. Watching
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television, reading, walking, and bingo received the highest number of endorsements, 

a finding which suggests that most leisure is taken on an individual basis. The more 

stereotypical pursuits associated with widows such as knitting, sewing, and cooking were 

rarely mentioned, as indeed were activities typically carried out by couples such as 

dancing. While fourteen of the thirty four widows were members of some club or 

organisation, their membership constituted an interest or pastime for only five.

Sixteen widows reported that bereavement had altered their leisure activities in some 

fashion. For most it entailed an expansion of sorts in their leisure. With a surfeit of 

free time, they had increased either the number of pastimes they had or the time devoted 

to them. This was particularly true for women whose spouse had been a "homebird". 

Widows with expanded leisure activity saw this as part of the recovery process; it 

provided a modicum of mental distraction and an incentive to get out of the home more 

often.

Overall, whether or not bereavement had occasioned any change in the amount or 

variety of the widow’s pastimes, it did appear that enjoyment derived from these 

pastimes was likely to diminish. Even if leisure had not been taken with the spouse, he 

was someone to come home to, someone with whom the enjoyment could be shared. 

It was this realisation which rankled those widows endeavouring to keep up their 

membership of clubs/organisations the most:-

"It was very hard coming home from the Ladies Club for the first time. Puttingthe key in the door I knew he wouldn’t be there, there ’d be no-one to talk to."
The final question in this section was quite open, asking respondents to describe their 

ideal "night out". Preferences seemed to be dictated mainly by the widow’s living 

arrangements and social class. Working-class widows who lived alone opted for a meal 

or just a chat in their daughter’s home; those not living alone tended to prefer a meal 

out followed by a cabaret or sing-song. Middle/upper-class women characteristically 

chose a meal followed by theatre, opera, or concert. The single most arresting finding 

for this question was that six widows simply never left their homes, for them this 

question was purely hypothetical. All belonged to the lower end of the social spectrum.
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The information on household composition obtained from question 20 of the structured 

survey questionnaire was combined with the data from question 76 of the personal 

interview to produce an index of social integration (Lawther, 1978). Findings cannot 

be generalised, however, two thirds of the upper/middle-class widows fell in the low 

integration category as opposed to one third of the working-class widows. This was due 

more to working class widows living with married or unmarried offspring than to any 

lack of social contact outside the home by higher-class widows. This was reinforced by 

the finding that 58% of the upper/middle-class widows owned a car and drove it at least 

3 to 6 times weekly - the figure for working-class women was 9%. Predictably, those 

with "poor" or "fair" health had low social integration scores.

Question 81 and 83 were intended to be sump questions. It was hoped that respondents’ 

advice to a third party would disclose beneficial behaviour they had engaged in or failed 

to engage in at the time of their own bereavement. The most frequently mentioned item 

of advice was to get out of the home, even though this was likely to run counter to the 

widow’s own inclinations at the time. One widow described "feeling bare" the first time 

she walked out of her house as a widow. What precisely the widow did while outside 

the home was of less importance; walking, gardening, and visiting family and friends 

were listed as possibilities.

While getting out was seen to be a worthwhile venture in its own right, it also 

preempted the possibility that family members might become alarmed should the widow 

linger too long in the home. This general prescription to get out of the home is 

crystallised in the remarks of one County Carlow widow :-

"For three months you’ll go out and come in and expect him to be there. I’ll never get over the first time I went out. Despite this you must get out even though you don’t feel like it. Home is too full of reminders."
The second prominent injunction was to refrain from making any decisions of major 

consequence. The newly widowed were admonished not to move house, not to change 

the room they slept in, not to re-arrange furniture, not to take sedatives, not to stay with 

relatives. These were portrayed as temporary stop-gap measures which were tempting
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in the short-term but which would ultimately inhibit resumption of a normal independent 

lifestyle.

A third and somewhat surprising piece of advice was to beware of exhausting the 

sympathy and goodwill of family and friends. There was a perception among some 

widows of a vague time threshold beyond which the unconditional sympathy and succour 

of others could not be relied upon:-

"Don’t repeat your story after six months. Others will get bored and leave you. Remember people have worries of their own, they ’re too busy. "

A fourth group of respondents were reluctant to proffer any advice whatsoever to other 

widows. While they had learned lessons from their own experience of bereavement, 

they did not feel entitled to prescribe for others. Bereavement was a deeply personal 

event, unique to each woman. The logic of this position seemed to be that, if women 

have been through bereavement, there is nothing to say; if they have not, there is no 

point in saying anything. Any attempt to lay down norms for other widows should be 

eschewed:-

"The way you feel is the way you should feel. Don’t let others tell you what you should or should not feel. Have a good cry if you want."
There was a distinct lack of convergence regarding whom the recently bereaved woman 

should talk to and what precisely she should talk about. The view that other widows are 

the most appropriate confidants at a time like this was not endorsed.

Respondents were finally asked what measures, if any, they took to counteract periods 

of loneliness during widowhood. The most common remedy was to make contact with 

family, friends, or neighbours in person or by phone. This was followed by prayer and 

a range of domestic chores such as cleaning, gardening, and shopping. One Dublin 

widow confounded the researcher with an atypical answer which denied that there was 

anything to counteract in the first place :-
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"Parting is such sweet sorrow. In a roundabout way the times when you intensely miss him should be enjoyed. When I feel like that, I go with it, I move with it, not in a selfish way. Feeling like this is a compliment to him. If you felt nothing, what would that say about him?"

Conclusion.

The primary purpose of these personal interviews was to satisfy objective 3 which was 

elaborated in chapter 5.3.4. It will be remembered that this objective sought to explore 

qualitatively the impact of bereavement on a number of prominent consumer events. 

The thirty four widows who volunteered to be interviewed contained disproportionate 

numbers of working class widows most of whom were financially disadvantaged. This 

may have minimised the range of responses to some of the events in question.

Given the overall purpose of this thesis, the most noteworthy finding of these interviews 

was that most widows had noticed a change either in their attitude to spending and 

consuming and/or in the actual way they spent their money. Some of these changes 

were obviously related to changed economic circumstances, however, this did not 

preclude financially stretched widows from admitting at the same time that the 

enjoyment quotient of their consumer behaviour had also diminished.

Instances of "reality-testing" and product disposal were identified in the early post 

bereavement behaviour of some widows; disposal did not appear unduly hampered by 

any dysfunctional attachment to the items being disposed of. A marked change was 

registered by respondents for other consumption related behaviour as well. Two thirds 

of the widows claimed that bereavement had altered their attitude to saving, a half of 

them reported some change in their leisure activities, and while bereavement did not 

ostensibly affect widows’ propensity to move house, it did appear to bolster their 

resilience to stay put and to afford them additional reasons for so doing.
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The role of widow was not a favoured role for most of the women. This had been 

expected, although the negative timbre of the remarks from some widows on this topic 

verged on the extreme. And while a small number of respondents claimed that they 

never saw themselves as widows, not one of the thirty four widows, when presented 

with a list of seven roles, said the role of widow did not apply to her. It appears thus 

that the role of widow was an acknowledged if unwanted element of these women’s role 

constellations.

The advice given to hypothetical third party widows suggests that economic 

considerations are of secondary importance in the immediate post-bereavement phase. 

Responses suggested that the primary concern in the short term was to address the 

overwhelming sense of personal loss. The sole admonition with any obvious bearing on 

financial matters was the admonition to desist from making any major decisions during 

this time. This appeared to reflect a realisation on the part of respondents that they had 

been in no condition to take such decisions at this period and/or that decisions they had 

made at this period were now viewed with some misgiving.

Analysis of the individual consumer areas confirmed an overall impression apparent 

while conducting the interviews, namely, that respondents fell into one of two broad 

categories. In the first category were upper/middle class widows, well educated, mobile 

and living alone in their own private houses. Their husbands’ pensions and their own 

past work history made for a financial independence which facilitated access to credit 

and enabled them to travel, to patronise the arts, and to enjoy a broader spectrum of 

pastimes. The second category comprised widows from lower social groupings, living 

in rented or public housing. Their dependence on state transfers and public transport 

led to more limited social horizons. Economic considerations precluded many changes 

in their consumer and saving behaviour and virtually ruled out access to credit. They 

appeared to move in a localised domestic social orbit when satisfying their needs for 

company and leisure.

While there appeared to be no difference in the intensity of the grief and loss 

experienced by both groups of widows at the loss of their spouse, the former group did
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seem to have effected a more functional transition to widowhood. This impression 

echoed the findings of Lopata (1971), Lopata (1984), Schewe & Balazs(1990) in chapter 

3.4.2. who found that the educational and social background of upper/middle-class 

widows left them better equipped to cope with the transition from wife to widow.

The researcher’s most vivid memory was of the mutual acknowledgement by each 

category of the other’s existence. Several widows in the first category were cognisant 

and appreciative of their relative good fortune, while less wealthy widows were at pains 

to point out that, in their eyes, their restricted circumstances were not typical and there 

were many widows they knew whose social and financial positions had improved 

noticeably since losing their husband.

A final feature to emerge from these interviews was the notion of the spouse as "co

consumer". This phenomenon had also been detected in the focus groups in chapter 7. 

As noted throughout this chapter, many interviewees claimed that their consumption 

experience of a range of products and services was less satisfying since bereavement. 

Probing of these respondents revealed that this reduced satisfaction was not due to lower 

zest for acquiring and using new goods per se. Rather, these women relished 

consumption less because there was no longer anyone with whom they could share the 

enjoyment of consuming. Holidays were less successful without a spouse to show the 

scenery to, commercial leisure taken on one’s own seemed pointless if there was no-one 

waiting at home to discuss it with, even items of clothing bought by the wife for herself 

may have been intended to be enjoyed by and with her spouse. Instances such as these 

suggest that learning to consume again on one’s own may be a significant landmark in 

the transition from wife to widow.
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CHAPTER TEN 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS



CHAPTER TEN.

10.1

Conclusions

The conduct of this research has been guided by four objectives outlined and discussed 

in chapter 5.3.1. Here it is proposed to forward a number of conclusions as they relate 

to their respective objectives.

10. 1. 1.
Objective One.

Overall, this thesis suggests that the impact of bereavement on the consumer behaviour 

of older Irish widows is more qualitative than quantitative. Such a finding was of course 

rendered more likely given that no quantitative purchase measure was employed. 

Nevertheless, the combined effect of all three research strands points to a group of 

women who have not radically altered their purchase assortments, but who do see 

themselves as changed individuals, consuming the same products and services, but many 

of them in a qualitatively different way and for different reasons. For most widows this 

qualitative difference was a negative one. The process of purchasing and consuming 

had lost much of its former savour due, it would appear, to one or a combination of 

three factors. First, the absence of a spouse with whom the woman could share 

purchase decisions and their resultant outcomes. This was evident in such 

product/service categories as holidays, watching television, apparel, and commercial 

leisure. Second, a generalised feeling of apathy and uninterest engendered by the trauma 

of bereavement. Third, a feeling of reduced economic resources.

This generalised negativity towards purchasing paralleled a deterioration in most of their 

lifestyles. A majority registered some contraction in their level of social involvement; 

the role of widow was seen as one of reduced status, and social contact both with
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neighbours and married couples was often fraught with difficulty. This social withdrawl 

seemed to be resented by respondents and was very much at odds with the mutual 

disengagement between older person and society which, according to authors such as 

Cumming & Henry (1961), results in increasing social isolation in old age. Indeed, in 

terms of social gerontology, the findings of this research sit better with the tenets of 

Activity Theory (Begus et al., 1982) where women are predicted to cope better with the 

demoralising effects of the exit from the role of wife if they can fall back on 

compensatory activities associated with other optional roles they may occupy.

To the author’s knowledge, this is the first investigation of the impact of widowhood on 

consumer behaviour. In this regard, it is noteworthy that some of the consumer 

behaviour dimensions examined in satisfying this first objective afforded a consumer 

"angle" to respondents’ overall attitude to widowhood. For example, in chapter 9 a 

positive outlook on widowhood (factor one) was seen to comport, among other things, 

an increased enjoyment from shopping and a feeling that occasional self gifts should be 

purchased by the bereaved wife. In this sense, it is possible that consumer 

considerations may prove more than a peripheral appendage to the lives of some 

widows.

10.1.2.

Objective Two.

Insofaras this thesis attempted a theoretical extension, it did so by examining the 

applicability of a number of psychological and sociological constructs in explaining the 

consumer behaviour of widows. The choice of such constructs was a matter of the 

author’s own judgement and was not intended to be exhaustive. Conclusions relating to 

the more significant constructs will now be forwarded.

Chapter 3 expressed a preference for a "transition" as opposed to the more traditional 

"recovery" paradigm of widowhood. The findings of this thesis are more in keeping 

with the first of these views. The research methodology adopted, afforded the author
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the opportunity to examine widows from several consumption-related perspectives. The 

number of respondents signalling that this area of their lives had either remained 

unchanged or had returned to its former state was negligible. The recurring motif was 

one of change; widows perceived themselves to be different to what they had been 

formerly, different too from their married counterparts who in turn were felt to have 

changed their perception of their now-widowed acquaintances.

Husband sanctification was seen to be a forceful if not a universal phenomenon among 

widows in chapter 3. In this thesis it was used as a starting point to analyse the impact 

of the spouse on the widow’s consumer behaviour. As proposed by Lopata (1981), 

husband sanctification was examined purely on a psychological level and was seen to 

include the creation of a selective biography of the deceased spouse which facilitated his 

being consigned to memory more expeditiously. This current research has expanded 

understanding of this concept in a number of ways. In the first instance, scale items 

referring to the husband’s continuing influence on the widow’s purchase decisions were 

seen to form a distinct factor or dimension together with items traditionally used to 

measure the sanctification construct. There are thus compelling grounds for supposing 

that widows with a high estimation of their marriage and their husband will comply with 

or at least "consult" his imagined wishes in their decision-making during bereavement.

The proportion of Irish widows registering high endorsement on this sanctification scale 

was large. In addition to this, the practice of "talking to your husband" had been cited 

by several respondents in the personal interviews as a mechanism for coping with 

loneliness. It appears that belief in an afterlife affords a facilitating backdrop to such 

conversations. Widows who feel that their spouse still "watches" their financial 

management and purchase behaviour are more likely to consider his imagined wishes in 

their decisions. A common belief in an afterlife also made for freer disclosure of 

remarks on this topic in the focus group discussions. The immediacy and vividness of 

some of the assertions of the husband’s continued presence displayed a candour which, 

to a non-believing audience, might seem to verge on the hallucinational.
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The prevalence of this influence of the deceased husband on the widow’s decisions was 

such that, unlike American studies, few correlations could be found showing a higher 

incidence of this phenomenon in some sub-groupings of widows than in others. Even 

education, which showed itself a promising segmentation variable throughout this thesis, 

failed to discriminate between different levels of sanctification. The sole exception was 

decision-making style. Women who had made most purchase decisions jointly with their 

spouse were significantly more likely to register a higher score on the sanctification scale 

than women in marriages where either the husband or the wife alone made such 

decisions. To-date, decision-making style has failed to feature in the literature as a 

possible correlate of husband sanctification despite the fact that a relationship between 

the two variables has a certain logical appeal. Wives accustomed to making purchase 

decisions on a shared basis might be expected to persist in such a decision style after 

bereavement especially if they believe in an afterlife. It might also be speculated that 

the low levels of divorce in Ireland, coupled with the fact that respondents were over 60 

and thus unlikely to remarry, served to enhance the standing of the deceased spouse in 

the widow’s memory.

A further conclusion of this thesis is that the term "husband sanctification" is both 

inadequate and misleading in terms of its ability to describe the husband’s postmortem 

influence on the widow’s consumer decisions. There was evidence, particularly in the 

focus groups of a selectivity in the way the spouse’s biography was recounted; there was 

evidence of an exaggerated estimation of his remembered consumer expertise, evidence 

too of his enduring presence and scrutiny of the wife’s decisions, but the unquestioning 

adherence to his imagined wishes denoted by the term "sanctification" was far from 

widespread. The term "husband sanctification" is also less than optimal for consumer 

behaviour purposes in that it fails to convey how multi-dimensional the role of the 

deceased spouse may be. The combined effect of all three research strands on this topic 

has been to show that the husband’s influence should really be considered under a 

number of interrelated though distinct headings
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A) Enduring Presence :

B) Idealisation :

C) Communication :

D) Consideration :

E) Compliance :

The extent to which a widow either believes in or 

experiences the continued presence of her deceased spouse.

The degree to which a bereaved wife idealises her 

husband’s memory. In a consumer behaviour context, this 

could mean an idealised recollection of his expertise in 

money management or purchase decisions.

The degree to which the widow feels in contact with her 

late husband. Some respondents reported "speaking" to 

their deceased spouse when confronted with important or 

novel consumer decisions during widowhood.

The degree to which the bereaved wife takes her deceased 

husband’s imagined or remembered wishes into 

consideration when contemplating purchase decisions. 

Many women not reporting communication with their 

spouse still placed considerable weight on his advice, as 

they remembered it, in their deliberations.

The degree to which widows defer to their late spouse’s 

imagined wishes in their purchase decisions. Some 

widows may follow these wishes to the letter, others may 

use it as a benchmark, still others may take note of these 

wishes and then choose to do the exact opposite. Instances 

of this latter phenomenon were encountered in the focus 

groups. The fact that they had not ceded to their 

husband’s wishes was of lesser importance than that the 

decision had been made "jointly".
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This clarification of the possible role of the husband in the wife’s post-bereavement 

consumer behaviour should benefit future research in this area. The data from this 

research suggest that, for older Irish widows, the "Consideration" and "Compliance" 

elements above play an important role. Significant majorities "thought of how their 

husband would feel before buying important things" (Consideration) and "preferred to 

give business to the same people their husband dealt with" (Compliance). This would 

suggest that businesses who have successfully catered for husbands during their lives 

share a distinct advantage in securing the continued custom of their wives after they die. 

One instance of this phenomenon was the manner in which respondents in the personal 

interviews had deliberately chosen to stay with the banks their husbands had patronised.

The second construct chosen to examine consumer behaviour in widowhood was that of 

social role. Results were mixed, although it must be conceded that the range of research 

instruments used in this thesis was not such as to permit a conclusive assessment of the 

potential of this construct to illuminate the purchase behaviour of widows. However, 

as with husband sanctification, this thesis has made some advances in conceptual 

clarification by highlighting the appropriate questions to be put. The following would 

seem to be the more appropriate questions in examining the influence of the role of 

widow on consumer behaviour :-

Q .l) To what extent do respondents acknowledge that they are widows?

Q.2) If acknowledged, to what extent do they like/dislike this role?

Q.3) To what extent, if any, does society hold expectations regarding how 

widows should comport themselves?

Q.4) Are bereaved women conscious of these behavioural expectations 

associated with the role of widow?

Q.5) To what extent are they minded to comply with these behavioural 

demands, especially in their spending behaviour?
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Question 1.

The first question does not appear to present any problems. No respondent denied that 

she was a widow. This realisation might take time in the case of the recently bereaved, 

and widows of longer standing might choose not to advert to the fact that they were now 

widows. Nonetheless, inevitably, the reality of this role in their lives was undisputed. 

Occupancy of the role of widow was further reinforced by the feeling that others 

especially other women, now regarded them differently. Social roles are obviously 

dependent upon their being recognised, both by the individual role occupant and by 

society at large. The relative importance of both of these constituents is a matter for 

sociological debate and may determine how salient a role is in terms of its impact upon 

behaviour. In the case of widowhood, it remains to be ascertained whether seeing 

oneself as a widow or being seen by others as a widow has the greater influence.

Roles are indeterminate constructs and in the case of widowhood this point is 

accentuated by the fact that many respondents reported vestiges of the very role 

widowhood is supposed to replace, the role of wife. This phenomenon was referred to 

in Chapter 3.4.2 as the "conservative impulse" and is probably a natural upshot of the 

lengthy marriages most respondents enjoyed and the fact that they had inherited their 

husband’s name, house, belongings and, in most cases, offspring. This research also 

uncovered an enduring association on the part of some widows with the deceased 

spouse’s occupation. But apart from this residue of the role of wife, very few 

respondents had assumed new roles to compensate for the role they had lost. In 

particular, there was a marked reluctance to assume the role of employee; 3 % of the 

sample had taken up new jobs since bereavement.

Question 2.

The second question concerns like/dislike for the role of widow. One overriding 

conclusion of this research was that, whatever its impact upon consumer behaviour, this 

role was far from relished. The role preference questions in the personal interviews 

(questions 6, 7, 8 in appendix 9) showed widowhood to be the "least liked" of all seven 

roles presented. Further probing clarified this feeling further - the role was actively 

disliked by a majority of interviewees. This was understandable given the inferior status
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accorded widowhood by society. However, care should be taken in interpreting this 

poor showing by the role of widow. The personal interviews were concerned with 

preference for and not the impact of the respective roles. A respondent might choose 

being a grandmother as her favourite role, and being a widow her least favourite role, 

yet the impact of the latter on her well-being and behaviour might prove more 

significant.

Question 3.

The third question regarding the existence of societal norms for widows, while germane 

to this discussion was considered to be beyond the remit of this thesis. The fact that all 

respondents were widowed also precluded any investigation of this topic.

Question 4.

The fourth question concerned awareness of behavioural demands associated with the 

role of widow. Different research instruments yielded different findings. In table 8.7, 

a clear majority (77.5%) of respondents to the structured questionnaire appeared to deny 

the existence of such behavioural demands. On the other hand, focus group participants 

cited numerous instances of products and behaviours deemed inappropriate for widows. 

They were conscious both of their public behaviour being monitored and of possible 

sanction should they transgress these norms. It may be that the phrasing of the scale 

items in the structured questionnaire was too vague and that focus groups, where one 

instance of awareness of behavioural norms acted as a catalyst for another, provided a 

more appropriate forum in which to probe this topic.

Question 5.

The fifth and last question asks how minded widows are to comply with behavioural 

prescriptions for the role of widow. The sole evidence which can be adduced from this 

research are the comments of focus group participants, most of whom were loath to 

disobey any of the perceived demands made upon them. Any definitive resolution of 

this question is obviously contingent upon the more fundamental question raised in 

Question 4, namely the existence and nature of such demands.
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Considerable attention was paid in this thesis to the purchase behaviour of widows in the 

early months of bereavement. The rationale for doing so was the phenomenon of 

"Reality Testing" discussed in chapter 3.4.1.. It had been anticipated that such purchase 

behaviour would show signs of this reality testing. In fact, one outcome of this research 

has been to uncover a range of motivations, any one or combination of which may 

underpin the procuring of goods and services in the early months of bereavement. It 

ought to be clarified at this juncture, that the consumer behaviour under discussion refers 

to significant non-routine purchases made soon after the death of the spouse. Listed 

below are a number of characteristic purchase motives which emerged in the focus 

groups and personal interviews. The order of these motives is arbitrary and the list 

itself is not intended to be exhaustive.

1. Reality Testing: As anticipated, some early purchases bore the hallmarks of this

phenomenon. The motivation was clearly one of widows proving 

to themselves that they had the psychological wherewithal to 

manage domestically and financially. The majority of these cases 

involved home maintenance or decoration.

2. Resistive Behaviour: A small number of widows whose husbands had been either

over-domineering or niggardly, were seen to purchase items known 

to be against their remembered wishes. This motivation had 

overtones of relish and defiance. One such instance was a West 

of Ireland widow who "splashed out" on an expensive antique 

writing bureau in the knowledge that her husband had preferred 

frugal furnishings in their home while he was alive.

3. Bridging Behaviour: Glick et al. (1974) noted the presence of "bridging

phenomena" in the first year of bereavement. Women making the 

passage from "the world as it should be" (marriage) to "the world 

as it is" (widowhood) were wont to procure items associated with 

widowhood which might facilitate this transition. This was 

epitomised in the case of one woman who paid for a series of
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driving lessons in the hope that this would help her adjust to the 

more independent lifestyle of single widows.

4. Compulsive Behaviour: The behaviour of a small number of widows fitted the

description of compulsive purchasing given to the author by two 

bereavement counsellors, who clearly viewed it as maladaptive and 

dysfunctional. Accounts of purchase motivations in this category 

bore signs of irrationality and obsessiveness. Two widows 

reporting such behaviour conducted what could only be described 

as shopping "binges" and were unaware of why precisely they had 

behaved in this fashion.

5. Defensive Behaviour : A common psychological symptom in the early months of

widowhood noted in chapter 3 was the fear of not "making it 

through" or having a break down. This fear was particularly 

evident when the flurry of activity associated with the husband’s 

funeral had subsided It was exacerbated by problems in 

concentrating, even on important matters. One defensive strategy 

used by some widows to ward off these fantasies of not being able 

to cope was to attempt to "get control". For one widow this took 

the form of putting her home up for sale against the wishes of all 

those around her. For another it involved having a room 

redecorated although there was no ostensible reason for doing so.

6. Indulgent Behaviour: A number of widows had had parsimonious husbands. Their

death inaugurated the first period, perhaps in decades, when the 

wife had access to discretionary spending power. They viewed 

these purchases in terms of well-deserved and overdue self- 

indulgence. Holidays and apparel featured prominently in this 

purchase motivation category.
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It is important to remember, in summing up, that widows are not removed from the 

mainstream of consumer behaviour and motives by virtue of the fact that they have been 

bereaved. The six headings above have been uncovered in this research as motives 

linked in some fashion to the loss of their spouse which appear to explain a number of 

major purchases in the early post-bereavement phase. In this sense they should be seen 

as complementing rather than supplanting the normal range of motives which underpin 

the consumer behaviour of older people in general.

A final comment on objective 2 concerns the question of stages or phases in 

bereavement. It will be remembered that chapter 3.6 suggested considerable caution in 

proposing normative stages through which bereaved women "should" progress in their 

transition to widowhood. The identification/confirmation of such stages in bereavement 

was not the proper subject matter of this thesis, nonetheless, apart from the physical and 

somatic symptoms associated with the early months of bereavement, the author was not 

conscious of any identifiable stages into which respondents could be classified. This 

was the case during both focus groups and personal interviews. It was also noteworthy 

how question 31 in the structured questionnaire measuring "length of bereavement" 

performed so poorly in the inferential analysis in chapter 8. Expected correlations 

between husband sanctification, positive attitude to widowhood, a number of finance - 

related variables and length of bereavement, all failed to materialise.

10.1.3.

Objective 3

This objective sought to examine the perceived effects of bereavement on a number of 

salient consumer decisions. Chapter 9 presented the findings of the personal interviews 

conducted to satisfy this objective. Conclusions drawn from these findings appeared in 

chapter 9.7. There is no need to reproduce them here save to re-affirm that widows did 

report that bereavement had had a marked perceived effect on key consumer decisions 

involving bequesting, saving, holidays, leisure activities and the purchase of apparel.
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10.1.4

Objective 4

This, the first representative study of older Irish widows, found them to be not as ill- 

prepared financially as might have been supposed. While their ownership of such items 

as savings accounts and credit cards was low, this was more than compensated for by 

high levels of involvement in domestic financial affairs and high levels of awareness of 

their husband’s economic circumstances. Nevertheless, in keeping with all the U.S. 

literature findings reviewed in chapter 4.4, widowhood was the catalyst for a perceived 

reduction in economic resources for a sizeable proportion of them, although this resulted 

in only a small minority ending up severely economically deprived. Apart from chronic 

poverty, intermittent pockets of financial hardship over the course of widowhood were 

reported by a majority of widows. Financial status after bereavement was far from 

static. Ironically, periods of economic hardship were most prevalent in the early stages 

of widowhood when the woman’s psychological and coping resources are most depleted.

Despite the inevitable financial downturn occasioned by bereavement and the ubiquitous 

spells of financial deprivation, respondents appeared to shun economic dependency, in 

particular dependency on their families. Within the extended family network, most of 

the current cohort of Irish widows were net disposers of assets rather than net receivers. 

An increased propensity to save was also noted among respondents. This ran counter 

to the life cycle income hypothesis discussed in chapter 2.11. There was scant evidence 

of widows dissaving and decumulating assets in order to maintain the standard of living 

they had been accustomed to during their working/married lives. However, this 

continued emphasis on saving was not apparently related to any bequest motive. Savings 

were intended to cushion possible future shortfalls and medical expenses rather than to 

bolster the sums available for bequeathing purposes.

Analysis of the quantitative data from the national survey confirmed that pre

bereavement factors do indeed affect economic circumstances during widowhood. Two 

variables in particular were seen to play a pivotal role in the inferential analysis. The 

first was the wife’s level of education. Widows with higher education were more likely
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to have had greater experience of domestic financial management, more likely to have 

discussed their future situation with their spouse and other third parties, more likely to 

feel comfortable or well-off financially, less likely to judge that their economic 

circumstances had deteriorated, and less likely to have had frequent experience of spells 

of financial hardship. Multivariate analysis confirmed the centrality of the widow’s 

education; it was seen to exercise an independent function and could not simply be 

regarded as an intermediary variable. This conclusion on the importance of the wife’s 

education confirms the repeated findings of Helena Lopata (1973, 1984, 1988). What 

is particularly interesting is that Lopata’s findings were based on studies which were 

exclusively sociological in scope, whereas those of the present study were based 

exclusively on research into respondents’ financial behaviour in the pre- and post

bereavement phases.

The second prominent variable to emerge was the widow’s experience of financial 

management while married. Moreso than her immediate preparation for widowhood, 

this experience had a significant impact on her financial situation after the death of her 

spouse. Its poor showing in predicting a positive attitude towards widowhood (table 

8.17) serves only to corroborate a more general finding of this thesis, namely, that pre

bereavement financial factors tend to correlate more closely with financial rather than 

psychological well-being during widowhood.

If the wife’s level of education and her experience of domestic financial management 

both have a significant impact on financial well-being in widowhood, this may bode well 

for future cohorts of widows. Unlike social class, for example, which is usually derived 

from the husband’s occupation, both variables relate directly to the wife herself and, 

perhaps more importantly, both are susceptible to improvement. If future cohorts of 

women are better educated and better versed in money management in the home, there 

may be less cause for concern over their economic status during widowhood.
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10.2

Limitations of this Research.

Some caution should be exercised in interpreting the findings of this thesis. They have 

shown that widows feel themselves to have changed as consumers since losing their 

spouse and that, as a result, there are preliminary reasons, other than financial reasons, 

for supposing that they may exhibit altered purchase behaviour in some areas. However, 

as of yet there are no observed differences in the consumer behaviour of widows needing 

to be "explained". In this sense, widows’ perception of themselves as consumers should 

not be construed as an explanation of any such altered behaviour. Indeed, were altered 

purchase behaviour to be conclusively proven, this would still leave open the question 

of whether bereavement itself was its correlate or its cause - one obvious contender as 

an explanatory variable would be the reduction in the perceived spending power of many 

widows noted in chapter 8. Ultimately, any resolution of this question will be 

contingent upon access to longitudinal comparative data on the purchase behaviour of 

widows.

Longitudinal purchase behaviour of widows was not available for this research. Data 

from the Irish Household Budget Survey are available on a household basis, and since 

many Irish widows live in multi-person households, extrapolation of the widow’s 

individual purchase patterns would be virtually impossible. However, were such data 

to become available, Cohort Analysis would suggest itself as the most appropriate 

diagnostic technique. As outlined, by Bonnici and Fredenberger (1991), this technique 

can distinguish and separate out three types of factor or effect which underlie observed 

changes in longitudinal purchase data. The first is the age effect; consumers’ purchase 

patterns alter as they progress from one age group to another. The second effect is the 

cohort effect. This effect characterises populations bom at a particular point in time but 

is independent of the process of ageing. In essence, each cohort is deemed to have 

unique "life-markers" (Alexander, 1990), they experience similar events during each 

phase of their lifecycles, all of which exercise an independent effect on their consumer 

behaviour. The third effect is one which occurs at a particular time affecting all age 

groups and cohorts uniformly (Blanchard et. al., 1977). The net effect of this discussion
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might be that the consumer behaviour of the current 65 to 75 year old Irish cohort of

widows is affected by the fact that they are aged 65 to 75 (age effect), that they lived

through the rationing of World War II in their early formative years (cohort effect), and 

that they, together with other Irish age cohorts, experienced the impact of the 1972 Oil 

Crisis on consumer prices (period effect).

Rentz & Reynolds (1991) have shown how studies of older people’s spending have

utilised cross-sectional data in the main and thereby overlooked the possibility of a 

cohort or a period effect. When longitudinal rather than cross-sectional data is used, the 

impact of all effects is taken into account and, according to Heslop (1987), the impact 

of age on spending allocation is likely to be less significant than that of either period or 

cohort effect. In the present context, cohort analysis of longitudinal data could be used 

to compare the current purchase behaviour of Irish widows aged 65 to 75 with the 

behaviour of their married counterparts to test the impact of bereavement. However it 

could also be compared with the purchase behaviour of widows aged 65 to 75 in 1980 

for example, to test for the presence of a cohort effect as well.

The absence of longitudinal data for widows’ purchase behaviour was clearly beyond the 

researcher’s control. However, there were a number of other variables which might 

have enhanced the statistical analysis but which were omitted for a variety of reasons. 

The first of these was personality. Discussed in chapter 3.5, personality traits have been 

associated with resistance to stress in general and may be expected to continue to 

influence adjustment in widowhood. In particular, the internal/external locus of control 

trait was seen as an important stress moderator in coping with bereavement. It was 

decided not to research this variable in this study for two reasons. First, because 

psychological/adjustment considerations were not central foci of this research. Second, 

because this personality variable is more properly measured in a personal interview than 

in a structured questionnaire (Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domittner, 1988) - the research 

instrument used here.

313



A second variable omitted from the quantitative research was some measure of the 

respondent’s health. This variable has been found to exercise a significant effect on the 

widow’s morale and psychological well-being (Morgan 1976). In this study however, 

the central dependent variables of interest related primarily to financial well-being. The 

impact of health status on such variables was considered to be slight and, given the 

pressures of space on the questionnaire, a self-rated health measure was consequently 

dispensed with. In hindsight, this may have precluded promising correlations with a 

number of the attitudinal dimensions in question 11 of the questionnaire such as social 

involvement and perceived independence. It would also have been of interest to examine 

the relationship between health status and respondents’ scores on factor one in the factor 

analysis.

In addition to the health and personality variables just discussed, further variables of 

interest emerged during the analysis and are presented here for consideration in future 

research on widows. The sole variable employed in this study which impinged upon the 

husband/wife relationship was question 1 of the questionnaire which probed the couple’s 

decision-making style for major purchases. If the enduring influence of the deceased 

husband on the widow’s consumer behaviour is to be researched further, some 

assessment of the quality or closeness of the marital relationship would also seem 

appropriate. No such measure was unearthed in the literature; it would obviously be 

prone to problems of validity, given that widows would be retrospectively evaluating 

their previous marriage. Nonetheless, the influence of the marital relationship on the 

early purchase decisions of some widows in the personal interviews was quite striking 

and bears further scrutiny.

During the course of conducting the call-back interviews, a number of widows disclosed 

that the loss of their husband had not been their first encounter with dying and death. 

Some had had experience of losing siblings or offspring and reported being able to draw 

upon this experience later when faced with conjugal bereavement. Some measure of 

prior familiarity with personal loss would thus seem appropriate in any future studies on 

levels of coping in widowhood.
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Suggestions for future research.

10.3

This thesis has perhaps been the first to note that one of the significant effects of 

bereavement is the radical change in decision-making style. Prior to the loss of their 

spouse, a large majority were making most domestic purchase decisions on a joint basis, 

and had probably done so for decades. The abrupt change to making new or familiar 

decisions on an individual basis may explain why a majority of respondents felt they 

were now more independent as consumers (table 8.7). However, when this finding is 

read in the context of views expressed in the focus groups, it appears that this enforced 

independence may not be welcomed. The personal interviews suggested that widows are 

more than happy either to share or delegate many impending decisions to their offspring 

or other family members. Future research might address the juncture at which such 

third parties currently assist widows in their purchase/budgetary decisions, the weight 

which widows attach to such assistance, and the product and service items for which 

advice is characteristically sought. What actually happens and what widows would like 

to happen are two different matters; it remains unclear whether the tendering of 

consumer advice co-incides with those periods when widows require it most. In a 

similar vein, the reliance by widows on other personal and mass media purchase 

information sources remains to be determined through further quantitative research. A 

majority of the sample widows lived alone and there was a significant relationship 

between living alone and making purchase decisions alone, however the fact that widows 

themselves eventually make these decisions does not preclude their consulting a variety 

of personal and mass media sources in the process.

With regard to the pre-bereavement phase, one of the central areas of interest was the 

wife’s forewarning of her husband’s death, sometimes referred to as anticipatory 

grieving. Analysis of responses to the national survey suggests some refinement of the 

questions used to measure levels of forewarning. Simply asking widows the amount of 

forewarning they had may be less than optimal. For example, two widows may report 

the same length of forewarning of their husband’s death. One spouse may have a long

term heart condition but still maintains a relatively normal lifestyle, the other may have
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a terminal, debilitating illness requiring his wife to act as full-time caregiver. It would 

seem reasonable to suppose that the type and not just the length of forewarning may 

mediate the quality and extent of discussions with the husband on the wife’s financial 

future.

A further aspect of forewarning which has been overlooked in published research is the 

amount of foreknowledge the husband himself had of his impending death. Such 

foreknowledge may or may not have been medically confirmed, however, its effect on 

the husband’s propensity to initiate discussions seems likely. Indeed, apart from 

discussions, it may be more germane to the wife’s economic welfare to enquire what 

practical measures, if any, the husband took on foot of this foreknowledge and whether 

he appraised his spouse of what he had done. Future research will also have to 

determine what occurs when one partner is forewarned and the other is not. Fear of 

disclosure may inhibit the forewarned partner from broaching topics related to 

widowhood with the other. Further elaboration of what precisely constitutes 

"discussion" is also called for by this research. This term was shown to be overly vague 

in the focus groups, denoting muttered "asides" by the husband on one hand and detailed 

discussions on his pension arrangements on the other. Some clarification of the depth, 

detail, and stage at which such discussions took place is needed.

This thesis uncovered a significant minority of widows (33%) who had discussed their 

future welfare with persons other than their spouse. Given that this was the first time 

the presence of such discussions had been explored, additional investigation needs to be 

carried out to ascertain the subject matter of these talks, the degree to which any advice 

proffered was acted upon, and how this advice was retrospectively evaluated.

Turning to the post-bereavement phase, the influence of the deceased spouse on the 

widow’s purchase decisions received considerable attention in this study. While 

significant numbers of Irish widows attested to this continuing influence, a number of 

more precise questions now need to be addressed. In the first place, what are the 

precise product/service areas where the enduring influence of the spouse is most 

pronounced? Is this influence applicable only to types of decisions the wife would have
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seen her husband make? How does this influence operate when the widow is faced with 

a decision for which she can recall no precedent?

On a methodological note, the author had a number of reservations regarding the 

instrument used to measure husband sanctification. It will be remembered that a four- 

item scale was used for this purpose (see dimension 9 in appendix 7). Two of the four 

items - "my husband was an unusually good man" and "my marriage was above 

average" - had been used previously by Lopata (1973) to measure this construct. An 

agree/disagree scale was placed after each item. Unlike Lopata’s study, the call-back 

interviews in this research permitted the author to probe some of the questionnaire 

responses in greater depth. Probing of the two scale items above revealed differing 

interpretations of the agreement scale among respondents. Most widows who judged 

their marriage to be "above average" and their husband to be "an unusually good man" 

had ticked the "strongly agree" box. Some widows who felt that their marriage was 

average (not above average) and that their husband was a good man (not an unusually 

good man) had ticked the "agree" box for the respective scale items. Other widows who 

felt exactly the same way had ticked the disagree box for these items. So, while 

reliability levels for these sanctification scale items proved satisfactory, greater attention 

should be paid to the question of validity in any future applications.

Tentative conclusions have been advanced on the usefulness of the role concept as a 

framework for analysing the consumer behaviour of widows. Most respondents were 

less than eager to espouse this role, however, they did report the kinds of self gift-giving 

characteristic of those in transition to a new role. Nonetheless, the precise relationship 

between the role of widow and the acquisition/disposition of product and service 

assortments needs to be further specified. Methodologies such as that proposed by 

Solomon (1988) could prove helpful in this regard. As roles require recognition by both 

occupants and non-occupants, a sample of widowed and non-widowed subjects might be 

presented with lists of products and brands and a number of social roles, including that 

of widow. Their task would be to allocate products/brands to what they considered their 

appropriate roles. Key issues to be resolved would be:-
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1) The level of agreement between widowed and non-widowed subjects on 

product associations for the role of widow.

2) Whether the purchase constellations of widows are more properly defined at 

the product or brand level.

3) Which variables mediate how articulately the product constellation for widows 

is expressed. For example, widows who have been bereaved for a longer period 

and widows who lack alternative substitute roles may hold more clearly defined 

views on which product assortment is most appropriate for them.

An additional, novel way of broaching this topic would be to conduct an inventory of 

the gifts received by widows since bereavement. In particular, widows might be asked 

whether the range of gifts has altered in any way since they lost their spouse. Symbolic 

Interactionism, discussed in chapter 4, would suggest that such gifts, apart from 

disclosing the product assortment others feel widows should possess, may also indirectly 

shed light on the modes of behaviour which society deems appropriate for them.

Moving from the broad question of the role of widow to more specific considerations 

during bereavement, the quantitative analysis in chapter 8 yielded a number of pointers 

for future research. The first involves further development of the factor analysis results. 

This study uncovered a series of factors or underlying dimensions to widows’ feelings 

about widowhood. Some of these factors (Price-Consciousness, Reluctance to Complain) 

had an immediate bearing on consumer behaviour, others comprised consumer 

dimensions in conjunction with wider social dimensions (Positive Attitude towards 

Purchasing related to Social Involvement). The next logical step would be to employ 

bivariate and multiple regression analyses to ascertain which widows are price-conscious, 

which widows are reluctant to complain, which widows are prone to refer to their 

spouse’s wishes and finally, to specify which variables render a widow more likely to 

score highly on these characteristics. The use of a larger sample size would facilitate 

greater choice and discretion of predictor variables in this regression procedure. Finally, 

it ought to be borne in mind that two of the eleven attitudinal dimensions in question 11,
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Perceived Vulnerability, and Consumer Innovativeness (see dimensions 2 and 3 in 

appendix 7) failed to achieve satisfactory reliability levels. This precluded any 

conclusions on these dimensions for Irish widows. However, reliability is more a 

reflection on the measure used than on the rationale for selecting these dimensions in the 

first place, so there remain grounds for investigating these two dimensions in subsequent 

research.

10.4

Recommendations

Recommendations arising from this thesis will be divided into two, those relating to 

financial considerations and those relating to marketing decisions in general. Financial 

behaviour while married affects financial welfare during widowhood. In particular, 

wives with experience of managing domestic finances feel better-off economically after 

they lose their husband. As expected, the 56% who had worked outside the home were 

more likely to have been involved in such domestic financial management. Those wives 

who remain at home do not share this advantage to the same extent. Husbands who, out 

of misguided concern or reluctance to break with a more traditional sex-role orientation, 

exclude their wives from money-management decisions are probably doing them a 

disservice in the long-term. This applies in particular to households where the wife has 

completed primary education only. Husbands too should be appraised that a significant 

number of wives are anxious to discuss their future circumstances as widows with them 

and that, even for widows who are not anxious to do so, such discussions minimise the 

likelihood of brushes with financial hardship after bereavement. Discussions should 

ideally be conducted when the husband is in good health. Knowledge of impending 

death, besides impairing the lucidity of the discussions, will heighten the wife’s 

reluctance to enter such discussions in the first place.

This thesis evidenced a widespread financial volatility among Irish widows. Pockets of 

economic hardship were not uncommon even among widows who were for the most part 

well-off. Such pockets were particularly prevalent in the early post-bereavement phase.
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Family members and financial service providers should therefore be cognisant that 

economic hardship is most likely to occur at a time when the widow is heavily 

traumatised, when the family are least likely to be aware of her financial circumstances, 

and when others are least likely to broach such matters out of deference for her feelings.

The recommendation from this research is that, where feasible, families should charge 

either one of their own number or some professional with the profferment of financial 

advice; 71% of the present sample registered annoyance at the way in which different 

people gave them discordant advice on money matters. Focus group participants claimed 

that they had vacillated between a desire to assert their independence on one hand and 

an acute sense of helplessness on the other, especially in the early stages of 

bereavement. Consequently, the widow should be given advice in the form of 

information rather than as ready-made decisions and extreme sensitivity should be 

exercised. Certainly it would be unwise to refrain from offering advice until such time 

as it was openly solicited by the widow herself. Widows reported being in a numbed 

condition at this time, unable to concentrate, unaware of their true financial situation, 

and uncertain of whom to approach for help. All overtures of advice and assistance 

should be made against the backdrop of the widow’s aspiration to assume control 

eventually and to lead an independent existence.

Any specific marketing activity directed at older widows would do well to keep in mind 

that they live in a society which they believe accords them an inferior status, and whose 

behavioural expectations of them remain blurred. Despite the fact that they continue to 

view themselves as in some sense married, they can feel ill at ease in the company of 

married women, even women their own age. There is little evidence to convince them 

that the business community considers their custom of any consequence. This 

impression is conveyed to them more by omission than by commission; they fail to 

feature in advertisements and little or no attempt has yet been made to tailor product or 

service offerings to their specific needs.
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A comprehensive evaluation of the widowed market as a viable and discrete subsegment 

of the senior market may prove the proper subject matter of further research. However, 

a number of initial observations which relate to segmentation may be advanced based on 

this research. The framework used for this discussion are the four segmentation criteria 

proposed by Schoell & Gultinan (1990).

1. - The segment is large enough to be profitable.

Chapter 3.2 broached the demography of Irish widows. In terms of size, they represent 

24% of all persons aged 60 and over in the State. Their numbers are not only set to 

increase, but to increase in certain geographic locations. The profitability of this 

segment has yet to be determined. Widespread reliance on state transfers should not be 

automatically construed as a lack of spending power. 61 % consider themselves well-off 

or comfortable at the moment and the call-back interviews pointed to an educated and 

relatively affluent sub-group of widows who appeared to command sizeable spending 

power.

2. - Consumers in the segment may be reached with an appropriate marketing mix.

Practitioners dealing with the senior market in general enjoy a slight advantage. Older 

people display distinctive patterns of media consumption as seen in chapter 2.8.1. The 

central role played by television in their lives was especially apparent. There seems to 

be no reason to suppose that this role diminishes in the case of widows who were also 

seen to have distinct programme preferences in chapter 8.2. In this sense, widows 

constitute a communicable segment. Older people also have definite retail preferences 

as seen in chapter 2.5.1. Traditional retail outlets and department stores were chosen 

over other retail modes because they facilitated the personal contact which the current 

older cohort value. This retail behaviour, coupled with the fact that it tends to take 

place at distinct off-peak times, suggests that promotional activity directed at this 

segment may be effected with considerable accuracy. Comments from respondents both 

in the focus groups and in the call-back interviews pointed to many widows increasing 

the number of excursions to local retail outlets as one stratagem in their struggle with 

loneliness.
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3. - Consumers in this segment will respond in the desired wav to the marketing

mix designed for them.

The responsiveness of widows as a separate segment remains an open question since no 

marketing campaigns have as yet been directed at them. However, a number of 

injunctions have emerged from this research for those addressing the needs of widows 

as a discrete segment or as a sub-segment of the older market. First, they are unlikely 

to warm to any commercial overtures which focus on widowhood per se. The term 

"widow" was resented by most respondents irrespective of how long they were bereaved; 

in the early stages of bereavement it was barely acknowledged. The use of synonyms 

is to be recommended. "Women who have lost their husband" or "Women who find 

themselves living alone" suggest themselves as more appealing alternatives. The 

findings of the call-back interviews in particular highlighted the negativity associated 

with the role of widow and pointed to the use of alternative roles the widow may 

occupy. The role of grandmother was especially salient. This role has been 

incorporated into successful campaigns directed at other older people in the form of 

transgenerational advertising appeals. In general, bereaved women are more likely to 

respond to communications which focus on the needs of widows rather than on the title 

of widow itself.

4. Consumers within the segment are similar to one another in terms of product and 

service needs.

Not surprisingly, this thesis did not unearth a list of needs which apply exclusively to 

older widowed females. What seems to be the case is that certain needs are likely to be 

felt more acutely after the death of a spouse. For example, 70% of these Irish widows 

worry more about their safety now than when married. Housing, home security, and 

public authority representatives should be appraised of this. Domestic repair and home 

maintenance were also instanced as service areas where widows have particular needs. 

Life without a spouse was seen to create a range of social hurdles. Leisure and vacation 

providers should be aware that widows may be especially sensitive to the "social mix" 

available to them at recreational and holiday locations. Two extremes should be avoided 

- on the one hand gatherings exclusively comprised of widows, on the other hand, 

gatherings where the widow is totally surrounded by married couples.
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Understandably, many of the widows interviewed felt more vulnerable to dubious 

business practices after losing their husband. The focus groups afforded some insight 

into how this vulnerability manifests itself. In particular, men were seen as the likely 

perpetrators of such practices. One obvious measure which firms could take to allay the 

fears of widows would be to employ more middle-aged/older women in their workforce. 

The prospect of a 55 year old widow representing a window replacement company might 

prove a novelty in contemporary Ireland, but it might also help to lessen the anxieties 

of widowed clientele considerably.

On the financial level, the overall impression from most widows was of a heightened 

motivation both to save and to be price-conscious. This ostensibly stemmed from a 

reduction in perceived economic circumstances and the need to make provision for 

medical/care expenses in future years. This need for financial stringency was more 

pronounced among widows in the lower half of the social and educational spectrum. 

This is not to imply that the spending behaviour of widows in the upper half of this 

spectrum was profligate. They gave the impression of being deliberate, sensible, value- 

discriminate consumers. Discretionary spending was governed less by self-indulgence 

than by the pursuit of what Wolfe (1990) terms "Being Experiences", such as holidays, 

visits to family, and membership of clubs and classes.

Apart from women who had had "difficult" husbands and mediocre marriages, most 

widows sought to retain some vestige of their role as wife. This need manifested itself 

in a variety of ways, in momentos retained, in contact with the spouse’s former 

workplace, in custom with the husband’s bank, in continued habitation of the home they 

shared as man and wife. Product and service providers could benefit by remembering 

this need. Attempts to be over deferential to the widow’s loss may overlook the 

possibility that she actually wishes to hear his name mentioned, to have his former 

custom acknowledged and valued, and to simply reminisce. For many older Irish 

widows, much if not all of their social standing derives, as they see it, from the 

collective memory of their deceased spouse. Businesses who number older widows 

among their clientele might do well to replace perfunctory Christmas cards with some 

letter or communication around the time of their husband’s anniversary.
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A final word on widows as a segment of the senior market concerns their responsiveness 

to marketing stimuli. Chapter 2.10 showed how sensitive older people in general are 

to advertisements and products which identify them as old or elderly. They often reject 

advertising messages geared to socialise them into their role as older consumers. It may 

well prove to be the case that older adults who have made a transition to a new role such 

as widowhood, which in itself denotes advancing age, may find marketing stimuli 

intended for older people more consistent with that role. In other words, because 

bereavement typically occurs in later life, it may engender greater acceptance by older 

widows that they are no longer middle-aged and render them more receptive to 

advertising directed at older consumers in general.

In conclusion it should be remembered that the responses of most widows in all three 

research strands of this thesis should be read against a backdrop of harrowing personal 

loss and devastation. While the precise nature of this loss was not the proper subject 

matter of the research, it clearly tempered answers to many consumption-related topics. 

Question 34 in appendix 8, the final question, was intended to afford respondents the 

opportunity to express in their own words how bereavement had affected them most. 

While this question was not included in the analysis, answers painted a tableau of 

loneliness and desolation. This loneliness was primarily experienced at a deep personal 

level, but it was also articulated in terms of "doing everything without a partner", "going 

alone", "not having someone to talk to about things", "no-one to look after my 

problems", "not having someone to decide things with". It would thus appear that the 

personal loss which lies at the core of bereavement may surface in many facets of the 

wife’s life as a widow. Some of these facets have to do with the procuring and 

enjoyment of goods and services. Bereavement can invest these consumer events with 

a significance and value they would never have possessed formerly; this may represent 

its most fundamental and tangible impact on consumer behaviour.
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RESPONDENTS INTERVIEWED FOR EXPERIENCE SURVEY.

NAME

Mr. Gerrv Armstrong 

Mr. John Bvme 

Ms. Helen Cahill 

Mr. Garrv Deane 

Mr. John Doherty 

Mr. Brian Dunnion

Mr. John Furev 

Mr. Michael Glynn

Mr. Gerrv Griffin

Mr. Paul Hackett 

Ms. Orla McCibben 

Mr. Derrv O’Leary

AFFILIATION

Chief Executive, Evergreen Travel.

Marketing Analysis Manager, E.S.B.

Senior Statistician, Central Statistics Office.

Market Research Officer, New Dublin Gas.

Marketing Manager, New PMPA.

Account Director, O ’Kennedy Brindley Ltd.. 

Responsible for Golden Years Account

Manager, Superquinn, Sundrive Rd..

Bank of Ireland, Golden Years 

Campaign.

Manager, Allied Irish Banks, "One to One" 

campaign.

Aer Lingus Holidays Ltd..

Editor "Horizon" magazine.

Director Market Research, Dublin Bus.
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Dr. Alan Parker 

Mr. Kevin Reidv 

Mr. Hilary Shannon 

Ms. Elaine Sharkey 

Mr. Douglas Thornton 

Mr Tonv Walsh 

Professor Peter Weinberg

Dr. Dianne Wilcox

Director, E.C. Consumer Survey.

Chief Executive, Retirement Planning Council.

Manager of TSB’s "VIP" campaign.

Human Resources Manager, Ryans Hotels L td..

Irish agent, McCarthy & Stone Ltd..

Marketing Dept., Padderbom 

University, Germany.

Dean, Faculty of Social Studies, North London 

Polytechnic.

Centre for Retail Studies, UCD.
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MODERATOR SCHEDULE FOR FOCUS GROUPS WITH WIDOWS.

1. INTRODUCE THE BROAD PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH.

2. THE PRE-BEREAVEMENT PERIOD.

- Do women discuss how they are going to manage as widows with their husbands?

- What do the group feel about this type of discussion?

- Why do you think that widows might not get round to discussing things with their 

husbands?

- Do the group feel that widows later on might regret not having talked about their 

futures while their husbands were alive?

- (If discussions did take place). What did it feel like discussing your future as a widow 

with your husband when he was still alive? Are you glad you had these discussions?

- Do you feel that women might want to discuss how they are going to manage as 

widows with other people besides their husbands?

3. THE BEREAVEMENT PERIOD.

- What are widows’ main worries at this time?

- Do widows want to talk with anyone at this time? Whom did you feel like talking to?
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4. THE POST-BEREAVEMENT PERIOD.

- What first strikes women about life as a widow?

- Does being a widow change how women get on with other women?

- How does it feel when widows are out with married friends?

- What have been your experiences as regards meeting/visiting your family?

5. REALITY TESTING.

- I ’d like you as a group to think back to the first expensive item you spent money on 

after your husbands died. Can you remember what exactly was going through your 

minds at this time?

-Was spending money on this item special to you in any way? Looking back, do you 

feel that this was an important event for you?

6. HUSBAND SANCTIFICATION.

- When widows have a decision to make that involves alot of money, do they ever ask 

themselves "What would my husband have done?" Would their husbands’ wishes be 

important to them?

- Would the kind of marriage they had affect whether they paid attention to their 

husbands’ wishes?

- How can you do what your husband wants when he’s dead?

- Do widows not find that there are times when they prefer to make decisions on their 

own two feet?

328



7. ROLE EXPECTATIONS.

- As a group do you feel that other people watch what you do more since you became 

widowed?

- Do you feel that other people expect you to behave in certain ways?

- Are there particular places or times when you feel that people are watching you?

8. SELF GIFT-GIVING.

- Looking back to the period soon after bereavement, do widows ever buy things just 

for themselves as a present or a treat?

- Why do you feel that widows might spend money on themselves in this way?

- Would widows ever feel guilty or uneasy about spending money on themselves in this 

way?

9. PERCEIVED VULNERABILITY/COMPLAINING.

- Did you as a group feel more vulnerable as consumers when you became widows?

- Were there any times when you felt especially vulnerable?

- What was it about these situations that made you feel vulnerable?

- When you are unhappy about things you’ve spent money on how do you feel about 

complaining now that you’re a widow?
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- Did becoming a widow change how you felt about going out shopping?

- What is it in particular that makes widows go out shopping more/less?

- When women lose their husbands do they feel they want to move house? If not why

is this so?

- Is the home you lived in with your husband not full of sad memories?

- Do widows nowadays feel they should leave something to their families when they pass 

on?

- Looking back on your lives since losing your husbands, do you as a group feel that

there are any advantages to being a widow?
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COVER LETTER FOR NATIONAL SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE.

Dear householder,

Thank you for accepting this questionnaire from the interviewer who called at your 

home. Many Irish widows feel that not enough attention is paid to their views. Your 

answers to this questionnaire will be part of a countrywide study to find out what these 

views are and to see how widowhood has changed widows’ lifestyles. This study is 

being carried out as part of my academic work at Dublin City University where I 

lecture.

The sole purpose of this study is my private research so your replies will be completely 

confidential. No commercial or Government body is connected with it in any way. Your 

views and opinions are important to help me complete this study and to understand how 

the needs of widows can be better catered for.

If possible, fill the questionnaire out on your own. For most questions all you have to 

do is tick [/] a box. If you have any difficulty answering any of the questions or any 

queries about this questionnaire please ask the person who gave you the questionnaire 

to help you.

Thank you in advance for your help,

Darach Turley.

331



APPENDIX 4



INSTRUCTION SHEET FOR ESRI FIELD STAFF ON NATIONAL SURVEY

WIDOWS QUESTIONNAIRE 1993.

1 PURPOSE.

- This questionnaire is part of a countrywide study to determine the concerns of older 

widows and to examine how bereavement has affected their lifestyles.

2 TARGET POPULATION.

- All non-institutionalised Irish women over 60 who are currently widowed and whose 

husbands have died within the last 10 years.

- Former widows who are now remarried do NOT qualify.

- Widowers are also excluded.

- The number of times a woman has been widowed is not relevant. The answers she 

gives should refer to her LAST husband.

- Widows who were separated from their husbands at any stage during their married 

lives are included in the target population.

3 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS.

- Respondents may live alone, or with others. They do NOT have to be the head of

household.
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- If they "normally" reside in institutions but are presently staying in a household they 

should not be included.

- If a suitable widow is contacted and given a questionnaire, be sure to check if there 

are any other eligible widows in the household - these too should be included.

4 ADMINISTRATION.

- This is intended as a SELF-ADMINISTERED questionnaire.

- If legibility, writing, or intelligibility difficulties are mentioned or suspected field staff 

should offer assistance. Only where these difficulties are acute should the field staff 

themselves enter the respondent’s replies on the questionnaire.

- Field staff may encounter family or other household members who seem overly 

protective of the widow and attempt to "shield" her from the questionnaire. One 

successful technique has been to reply: "Please take one for her anyway, she might 

find the questions interesting; I ’ve found this with other widows". If this does not 

succeed the request should not be pursued.

- If you gain access to a household and the widowed female household member is not 

present, please leave a questionnaire and leave word that you will call back to collect 

it in (approximately) three days. In the case of these "drop offs" a maximum of two 

call backs should be made.

5 REFUSALS.

- In general, elderly people are more kindly disposed than other age groups to field staff.

- Refusals by the elderly to co-operate are more often related to perceived inability to 

answer than to suspicion; "I’ve nothing important to say" or "They wouldn’t be
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interested in me". These respondents may well be swayed by reassurance: "This study 

needs the opinions of all widows if it is to succeed"

- If the widow has been recently bereaved, undue pressure should not be applied to 

accept a questionnaire. One response I have found useful is to say: "Some recently 

bereaved women have found that a questionnaire like this has given them an 

opportunity to express how they feel."

6 ABILITY.

- This study relies especially on field staff to ascertain whether the respondent may have 

problems with legibility, mental coherence, and writing ability.

- Widows who live alone are more likely to have to handle correspondence. Look for 

signs of letters, pens, newspapers etc. if possible as an indicator of reading/writing 

ability.

- If field staff suspect there may be a problem with mental ability, a factual question 

such as: "How do I get from here to the shops/bus stop?" may help.

- For those respondents living in multi-person households, queries concerning their 

mental/reading ability should be addressed to a third party if possible.

7 INITIAL APPROACH.

- After conducting the ESRI interview, I suggest the following approach: " Are you (is 

there someone living here) over 60 years of age and widowed? Would you have lost 

your husband in the last ten years? I also have a questionnaire here on widowhood and 

the views of widows. It is being conducted by a lecturer from Dublin City University. 

He is anxious to find out how widows are managing and what is important to them. 

Would you mind taking one now and filling it up yourself. It is totally confidential 

and shouldn’t take too long to fill in."
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-You  should then present the respondent with the cover letter to the questionnaire.

*Please note the number of the questionnaire on the top right hand comer of the first 

page of the questionnaire.
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PILOTED VERSION OF STRUCTURED QUESTIONNAIRE

To begin  w ith, I w ou ld  like to ask you  som e questions about your 
life w hen  you w ere still married. Looking back to w hen  your  
husband w as alive, were m ost decisions on  buying major item s 
for your hom e m ade m ainly by  you alone, by  your husband alone, 
or by both of you  together?

[PLEASE TICK ^  THE APPROPRIATE BOX]

You alone □
Your husband alone □
Both of you together □

W hile you  w ere married, can you  p lease try to remember if  you  
ow ned any of the fo llow ing item s in  your ow n  name.

A savings account □
(Bank, post-office or credit union)

Investments or shares L J
A credit card □

Turning now  specifically to the last year your husband w as alive, 
during that particular year w ou ld  you  yourself have carried out 
any of the fo llow in g  duties:

Paid most household bills □
Paid the house or car insurance □

Decided on most major purchases □

Before your husband died, w ere there tim es w hen  you  w anted  to 
discuss your future financial position  as a w id o w  w ith  him?

Often Ql
Sometimes □

Never □



By the tim e your husband d ied , had y o u  actually  d iscu ssed  
together any of the fo llow in g  matters?

Life insurance □
Your future financial situation □

His pension □
His will Q

Your future housing arrangements □
None of the above □

[ IF "NONE OF THE ABOVE" PLEASE SKIP TO Q.7 ]

Can you  please indicate w hether these d iscussions w ere your ow n  
idea, som eone else's idea, or your husband's idea?

Your own idea □
Someone else's idea □
Your husband's idea □

Apart from your husband, did you  d iscuss your future personal 
affairs in the event of being w id ow ed  w ith  any of the fo llow in g  
people?

A bank official □
A solicitor □

A son or daughter □
Some other relative □

A friend Q
A neighbour □
A clergyman □

A doctor □
Someone else Q

(PLEASE SAY W ITH W H O M )....................................



8 .  Still thinking back to w hen  your husband w as w ith  you , w ould  
you at that tim e have been aware of any of the follow ing?

[ PLEASE TICK AS MANY ITEMS AS YOU WERE AWARE OF ]

AWARE NOT
AWARE

NOT
APPLICABLE

Were you aware o f ?

Who his solicitor was □ □ □

Which bank(s) he used □ □ □

His insurance company □ □ □

The amount of your husband’s
□ □weekly income □

9. D id  y o u r  h u sb a n d  h a v e  so m e c o n d it io n  or i l ln e s s  w h ich  
forewarned you that he m ight die?

Yes Q

No Q  [ IF "NO" PLEASE SKIP TO Q.l 1 ]

10. H ow  m uch forew arning of his death did you  have?

Less than a month □
One to six months Q

Over six months Ql
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11. I w ould  like to m ove on n ow  to your life as a w id ow . Listed below  
are a num ber of short statem ents about various aspects of being a 
w id ow . Please indicate how  strongly you  agree or disagree w ith  
each one by p lacing  a tick in the appropriate box after that 
statement.

/

/  , / /  / /

G G G G G

G G G a G

G G G a a

G G G a G

G G G G a

G G G G a

/  #  £  £  / /  
&  & &  r?  srI get more enjoyment from going ^

shopping now than when I was married

My social life has not really changed 
that much since my husband died.

People tend to take advantage of you 
when they know you are a widow.

Widowhood has really made no 
difference to the way I spend my money.

I don’t mind being called a widow.

Married women are jealous of me.

I intend to keep up the same interests
I had when I was married. □  □  □  □  □

My husband was an unusually
good man. G G G G G

Widows need to compensate for what 
they have lost by being more generous
to themselves. □  □  □  □  □

Other people watch you more closely
when they know you’re a widow. G G G G G

Since losing my husband I feel I have
become a more cautious shopper. G G G G G

People think more of you when you’re
a wife than when you’re a widow. G G G G G
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Widows have more freedom than 
married women.

/  £  
O’ 
T

0 ^
A

£  £  A  <7

)
i fAT O

«9□ □ □ □ □
People expect widows not to bother 
about their looks. □  □  □  □  □

I often think of what my husband would 
feel when I’m buying important things.

Widows should treat themselves now 
and then.

□ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □
I ’m out of the house much more now 
that I’m widowed. □ □ □ □ □
I dress more for fashion than for comfort. □  □  □  □  □

I worry more about my safety now 
that I’m a widow. □  □  □  □  □

Widows have more control over their 
spending than married women.

I don’t mind depending on my children.

People like to see widows enjoying 
themselves.

□  □  □  □  □

□  □  □  □  □

□  □  □  □  □

Widowhood has made a better woman 
of me. □  □  □  □  □

I worry less about the clothes I wear 
since becoming widowed.

Since becoming a widow, I prefer to say 
nothing when I buy something that is 
not up to scratch.

It annoys me when other people give 
me advice about my money.

I look more often for low prices now 
than when I was married.

□  □  □  □  □

□  □  □  □  □

□  □  □  □  □

□  □  □  □  □
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Widows are just as good as anyone 
else at handling confidence tricksters.

I feel as though the best of my life 
is now over.

Widows are less concerned about what 
is going on in the world around them.

My marriage was above average.

Some of the things I have bought have 
been a pat on the back for m yself for 
being able to cope.

People expect widows not to be too 
outgoing.

I spend as much on make-up now as 
I did when I was married.

As a widow I pay more attention to 
what I’m being charged in the shops.

Store staff pay less attention to your 
complaints when you are a widow.

I like to save money by shopping 
around for bargains.

I’m more involved in my community 
since I became a widow.

Widows are just as likely as anyone 
else to try new products when they 
come out.

On money and spending matters,
I always try to deal with the same 
people my husband dealt with.



Looking back to w hen you  were married, h ow  do you  feel your 
financial situation at present com pares w ith  w hat it w as then? Is 
it better, about the sam e, a little w orse, or m uch w orse than it w as 
then?

M y financial situation n ow  is  better □
M y financial situation now  is about the sam e □

M y financial situation now  is a little  w orse □
M y financial situation n ow  is m uch w orse Q

Bearing in  m ind w hat you  have just to ld  m e, h ow  w ou ld  you  
describe your financial situation to-day. W ould  you  describe 
yourself to-day as fairly w ell off, com fortable, a little short, or 
badly off?

Fairly w e ll o ff  □
Com fortable □
A little  short □

Badly o ff Q l

D espite the good w ill of their husbands and their fam ilies, m any  
w id o w s have found  there w ere tim es w hen  they  w ere badly  
stretched for m oney. Since you  becam e a w id o w , have you  at any  
tim e felt really badly off financially?

[ PLEASE TICK THE NUMBER THAT BEST DESCRIBES YOUR 
EXPERIENCE ]

I have never felt

I have defin itely

really badly off

felt really badly off



15 Thinking about periods w hen  you  felt really  bad ly  off since 
becom ing a w id ow , w hen  were they likely  to occur?

Was it:-
In the first 6 m onths of w id ow h ood  U l

Betw een 6 m onths and two years of w id ow h ood  □
After m y second year of w id ow h ood  □

Likely to occur at any tim e □

16 W idow s in Ireland receive incom e from a num ber of sources. 
Looking at the list of possib le incom e sources b elow , could you  
please place a figure "1" in the box after the source w hich  you  rely 
on m ost, the figure "2" after your second m ost im portant source 
and so on. There is no need to go beyond your fourth m ost 
im portant source of incom e.

Your ow n earnings □
Shares Q

Savings accounts (Banks, bu ild ing  societies) □
Financial help from your fam ily  □
Post office bonds or certificates □

Old age p en sion  □
W idow s p en sion  Q

H usband's occupational p en sion  □
W idow s and Orphans p en sion  □

Your ow n occupational p en sion  □

17 I w ou ld  now  like you  to tell m e your attitude to certain television  
program m es.
Could you  p lease nam e your three favourite program m es on  
television?

M y favourite program m e i s ...............

M y second  favourite program m e is  

M y third favourite program m e is  ...
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Listed below  are a num ber of reasons w h y  peop le m ight w ant to 
w atch television . Could you  please write "1" besid e your main  
reason for w atching television , and so on for your three main  
reasons.

In this section of the questionnaire I w ou ld  like to ask you  som e 
details about your liv ing arrangements.

At the m om ent, do you live  alone?

For each of the people w ho live w ith  you , cou ld  you  please 
describe their relationship to you , that is w hether they are your 
sister, your son, your grandaughter, your friend, and so on.

Person 1.................................................. .............................

Person 2 .................................................................................

Person 3 .................................................................................

Person 4 .................................................................................

Person 5 .................................................................................

D iv id es up the day for m e 
H elps m e relax 

H elps me pass the tim e  
Entertains m e 

K eeps m e in  touch  
K eeps m e com pany

YES □

NO □  [ IF " NO " PLEASE SKIP TO Q.21 ]



2 1  I w ould  now  like you  to think about how  sp en d ing  decisions are 
m ade in your hom e at the m om ent. For exam ple, w ho decides  
w hich groceries are to be bought?

Is it:

You |—|
you rse lf LJ

Som eone r—̂
else LJ [PLEASE DESCRIBE eg. son, friend]

22 W hen it com es to spending m oney on hom e repairs w h o  is m ainly  
responsible for m aking decisions?

Is it:

You j—l
you rself

Som eone ,—h
else  [PLEASE DESCRIBE eg. son, friend]

23 W hen som ething im portant for the hom e has to be bought such as 
fu rn itu re  or an  a p p lia n c e  for the k itc h e n , w h o  is  m a in ly  
responsible for m aking decisions?

Is it:

You |—l
you rse lf LJ

Som eone r—.
else  [PLEASE DESCRIBE eg. son, fr ie n d ].................
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24 Before you  becam e a w id ow  did  you  at any tim e have a job outside  
the hom e for w hich  you  w ere paid?

Yes Q

No Q  [IF "NO", PLEASE SKIP TO Q.26 BELOW]

25 A bout how  long w ere you  in this paid em ploym ent ?

Less than five years □
For five to ten years □

For over ten years —1

26 I w ou ld  now  like to ask you  about paid w ork  outside the hom e 
since becom ing a w id ow .

Since you  lost your husband have you ...

Continued your previous job □
[PLEASE SAY WHAT JOB IT WAS]

Started in a new job Q
[PLEASE SAY WHAT JOB IT WAS]

Wanted to get a job but failed to get one □

Decided not to look for a job Q

27 Finally, to help m e classify your answ ers m ay I ask you som e 
details about yourself and your late husband? To begin w ith, 
could you  describe as carefully as possib le the w ork that he did?
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28 Are you  the ow ner of the house in w hich  you  n ow  live?

Yes Q
No □

29 H ave you  m oved  house since you  becam e a w id o w  ?

Yes Q
No

30 For how  m any years w ere you  married?

□

31 H ow  long is it since you  lost your husband?

32 In w hat year w ere you born?

33 Please tick the level at w hich you  com pleted your full time 
education.

Primary School □
Secondary School □

Third level □
Post-graduate □

34 Thank you  very m uch for your tim e and co-operation.
N ow , I w onder if you 'd  like to tell m e in your ow n  w ords how
w id ow h ood  has effected you  m o s t :
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SCALE ITEMS USED FOR FIRST DRAFT OF QUESTIONNAIRE

1 RELUCTANCE TO COMPLAIN/PERCEIVED VULNERABILITY.

- People tend to take advantage of you when they know you are a widow.

- 1 worry more about my safety now that I ’m a widow.

- Since becoming a widow, I prefer to say nothing when I buy something that is not up 

to scratch.

- Widows are just as good as anyone else at handling confidence tricksters

- Store staff pay less attention to your complaints when you’re a widow.

2 CONSUMER INNOVATIVENESS

- 1 dress more for fashion than for comfort.

- Since losing my husband I feel I have become a more cautious shopper.

- Widows are just as likely as anyone else to try new products.

3 PRICE CONSCIOUSNESS

- 1 look more often for low prices now than when I was married.

- As a widow I pay more attention to what I ’m being charged in the shops.

- 1 like to save money by shopping around for bargains.

4 SOCIAL INVOLVEMENT

- My social life has not really changed that much since my husband died.

- 1 intend to keep up the same interests I had when I was married.

- I ’m out of the house much more now that I ’m widowed.

- Widows are less concerned about what is going on in the world around them.

- I ’m more involved in my community since I became a widow.
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5 POSITIVE ATTITUDE TO PURCHASING

- 1 get more enjoyment from going shopping now than when I was married.

- Widowhood has really made no difference to the way I spend my money.

- 1 worry less about the clothes I wear since becoming widowed.

- 1 spend as much on make-up now as I did when I was married.

6 PERCEIVED SOCIAL EXPECTATIONS

- Other people watch you more closely when they know you’re a widow.

- People expect widows not to bother about their looks.

- People like to see widows enjoying themselves.

- People expect widows not to be too outgoing.

7 SELF GIFT-GIVING

- Widows need to compensate for what they have lost by being more generous to 

themselves.

- Widows should treat themselves now and then.

- Some of the things I have bought have been a pat on the back for myself for being able 

to cope

8 HUSBAND SANCTIFICATION

- My husband was an unusually good man.

- 1 often think of what my husband would feel when I ’m buying important things.

- My marriage was above average.

- On money and spending matters, I always try to deal with the same people my husband 

dealt with.
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9 PERCEIVED INDEPENDENCE

- Widows have more freedom than married women.

- Widows have more control over their spending than married women.

- I don’t mind depending on my children.

10 ADJUSTMENT TO WIDOWHOOD

- I don’t mind being called a widow.

- Married women are jealous of me.

- People think more of you when you’re a wife than when you’re a widow

- Widowhood has made a better woman of me.

- 1 feel as though the best of my life is now over.
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SCALE ITEMS USED IN FINAL QUESTIONNAIRE.

1 RELUCTANCE TO COMPLAIN

- Since becoming a widow, I prefer to say nothing when I buy something that is not up 

to scratch.

- 1 feel embarrassed if I have to bring things back to the shop.

- Widows are less likely to report their shopping complaints than other women.

2 PERCEIVED VULNERABILITY

- People tend to take advantage of you when they know you’re a widow.

- 1 worry more about my safety now that I ’m a widow.

3 CONSUMER INNOVATIVENESS

- I ’m just as interested in the latest fashion now as when I was married.

- 1 dress more for fashion than for comfort.

- Widows are just as likely as anyone else to try new products in the shops.

4 PRICE CONSCIOUSNESS

- I look more often for low prices now than when I was married.

- As a widow I pay more attention to what I ’m being charged in the shops.

- 1 like to save money by shopping around for bargains.
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5 SOCIAL INVOLVEMENT

- 1 intend to keep up the same interests I had when I was married.

- I ’m out of the house much more now that I ’m widowed.

- I ’m more involved in my community since I became a widow.

6 POSITIVE ATTITUDE TO PURCHASING

- 1 get more enjoyment from going shopping now than when I was married.

- Overall, I spend as much on myself now as I did when I was married.

- Widows get just as much fun out of shopping trips as married women.

- 1 spend as much on make-up now as I did when I was married.

7 PERCEIVED SOCIAL EXPECTATIONS

- Other people watch what you do more closely when they know you’re a widow.

- Other women have definite views about what widows should or should not wear.

- People expect widows to behave in a certain way when they are out socially.

- People expect widows not to be too outgoing.

8 SELF GIFT-GIVING

- A widow should reward herself now and then for what she’s been through.

- Widows should treat themselves now and then.

- 1 have sometimes bought a present just for myself since becoming a widow.
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9 HUSBAND SANCTIFICATION

- My husband was an unusually good man.

- 1 often think of what my husband would feel when I ’m buying important things.

- My marriage was above average.

- If I can, I prefer to give business to the same people my husband dealt with.

10 PERCEIVED INDEPENDENCE

- Widows have more freedom than married women.

- Widows have more control over their spending than married women.

- I ’ve become a more independent person since losing my husband.

11 ADJUSTMENT TO WIDOWHOOD

- 1 don’t mind letting people know that I ’m a widow.

- I ’m coping with widowhood better than I thought I would.

- Being a widow is not as bad as I thought it would be.

- Being a widow has its rewards as well as its drawbacks.
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1 .  To begin  w ith , I w ould  like to ask you  som e questions about your 
life w hen  you  w ere still married. Looking back to w hen  your 
husband w as alive, w ere m ost decisions on buying major item s 
for your hom e m ade m ainly by you  alone, by  your husband alone, 
or by both of you  together?

[PLEASE TICK ^  THE A PPRO PRIA TE BOX]

You alone a
Your husband alone □
Both of you  together □

2. W hile you  were married, can you  please try to rem em ber if you  
ow ned any of the fo llow ing  item s in your ow n nam e.

A  savings account □
(Bank, post-office or credit union)

Investm ents or shares LJ
A credit card Q l

3. Turning now  specifically to the last year your husband w as alive, 
during that particular year w ould  you yourself have carried out 
any of the fo llow ing duties:

Paid m ost household  b ills  □
Paid the house or car insurance Û

D ecided on m ost major purchases Q

FINAL VERSION OF STRUCTURED QUESTIONNAIRE

4* Before your husband died, w ere there tim es w hen  you  w anted  to 
discuss your future financial position  as a w id o w  w ith  him?

Yes □
N o □
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By the tim e your husband d ied , had you  actually  d iscu ssed  
together any of the fo llow in g  matters?

Life insurance □
Your future financial situation □

His pension □
His will □

Your future housing arrangements □
None of the above □

[ IF "NONE OF THE ABOVE" PLEASE SKIP TO Q.7 ]

Can you  please indicate w hether these d iscussions w ere your ow n  
idea, som eone else's idea, or your husband's idea?

Your own idea □
Someone else's idea □
Your husband's idea □

Apart from  your husband, did you  discuss your future personal 
affairs in the event of being w id ow ed  w ith  any of the fo llow ing  
people?

A bank official □
A solicitor □

A son or daughter □
Some other relative □

A friend Ql
A neighbour □
A clergyman □

A doctor □
With nobody □



8 ,  Still thinking back to w hen  your husband w as w ith  you , w ould  
you  at that time have been aware of any of the follow ing?

[ PLEASE TICK AS M ANY ITEMS AS YOU WERE AWARE OF ]

Were you aware of ?

AWARE NOT
AWARE

NOT
APPLICABLE

Who his solicitor was □ □ □

Which bank(s) he used □ □ □

His insurance company □ □ □

The amount of your husband’s
weekly income Q O

9. D id  y o u r  h u sb a n d  h a v e  so m e c o n d itio n  or i l ln e s s  w h ich  
forewarned you that he m ight die?

Yes Q

N o  Q  [ IF "NO" PLEASE SKIP TO Q .l l  ]

1 0 .  H ow  m uch forew arning of his death did you  have?

Less than a month forew arning □
O ne to six m onths forew arning d

Over six m onths forew arning Q
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1 1 .  I w ou ld  like to m ove on n ow  to your life as a w id ow . Listed below  
are a num ber of short statem ents about various aspects of being a 
w id ow . Please indicate h ow  strongly you  agree or disagree w ith  
each one by p lacing a tick in the appropriate box after that 
statem ent.

/
V

/  <$■ £  J’f  
&  < f  fI get more enjoyment from going r  v

shopping now than when I was married G  G  G  G

My social life has not really changed
that much since my husband died. G  G  G  G

People tend to take advantage of you
when they know you are a widow. G  G  G  G

Overall, I spend as much on m yself
now as I did when I was married. □  □  □  □

I don’t mind letting people know
I’m a widow. G  G  G  G

I ’m coping with widowhood better
than I thought I would. G  Q  Q  Q

I intend to keep up the same interests 
I had when I was married. □  □  □  □

My husband was an unusually
good man. G  G  G  G

A widow should reward herself now
and then for what she’s been through. G  G  G  G

Other people watch what you do more
closely when they know you’re a widow. G  G  G  G

I’m just as interested in the latest
fashion now as when I was married. G  G  G  G

Widows have more freedom than
married women. G  G  G  G
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Other women have definite views 
about what widows should or should 
not wear.

I often think of what my husband would 
feel when I’m buying important things.

Widows should treat themselves now 
and then.

I ’m out of the house much more now 
that I’m widowed.

I dress more for fashion than for comfort.

I worry more about my safety now 
that I ’m a widow.

Widows have more control over their 
spending than married women.

I ’ve become a more independent 
person since losing my husband.

People expect widows to behave in 
a certain way when they are out 
socially.

Being a widow is not as bad as I 
thought it might be.

Widows get just as much fun out of 
shopping trips as married women.

Since becoming a widow, I prefer to say 
nothing when I buy something that is 
not up to scratch.

It annoys me when other people give 
me advice about my money.

I look more often for low prices now 
than when I was married.



I feel embarassed if I have to bring 
things back to the shop.

Being a widow has its rewards as 
well as its drawbacks.

My marriage was above average.

I have sometimes bought a present 
just for m yself since becoming a 
widow.

People expect widows not to be too 
outgoing.

I spend as much on make-up now as 
I did when I was married.

As a widow I pay more attention to 
what I’m being charged in the shops.

Widows are less likely to report their 
shopping complaints than other women.

I like to save money by shopping 
around for bargains.

I ’m more involved in my community 
since I became a widow.

Widows are just as likely as anyone 
else to try new products in the shops.

If I can, I prefer to give business 
to the same people my husband 
dealt with.



12 Looking back to w hen you  were married, h ow  do you feel your  
financial situation at present com pares w ith  w hat it w as then? Is 
it better, about the sam e, a little w orse, or m uch w orse than it w as 
then?

M y financial situation n ow  is  better □
M y financial situation now  is about the sam e □

M y financial situation now  is a little  w orse □
M y financial situation n ow  is m uch w orse □

13 Bearing in m ind w hat you have just told m e, how  w ou ld  you  
describe your financial situation to-day. W ould you  describe 
yourself to-day as fairly w ell off, com fortable, a little short, or 
badly off?

Fairly w ell-o ff  
Com fortable 
A little  short 

Badly o ff

□□□□

14 D espite the good w ill of their husbands and their fam ilies, m any  
w id ow s have found there w ere tim es w hen  they w ere badly  
stretched for m oney. Since you  becam e a w id o w , have you  at any 
time felt really badly off financially?

[ PLEASE TICK THE NUM BER THAT BEST DESCRIBES YOUR  
EXPERIENCE ]

I have never fe lt

I have d e fin ite ly

rea lly  bad ly  o ff

fe lt rea lly  b ad ly  o ff
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15 Thinking about periods w hen  you  felt really  bad ly  off since  
becom ing a w id o w , w hen were they likely  to occur?

Was it:- | ,
In the first 6 m onths of w id ow h ood

Betw een 6 m onths and two years of w id ow h ood  □
A fter m y second year of w id ow h ood  □

Likely to occur at any tim e □

16 W idow s in Ireland receive incom e from  a num ber o f sources. 
Looking at the list of possible incom e sources below , could you  
please place a figure "1" in the box after the source w hich  you  rely  
on m ost, the figure "2" after your second m ost im portant source 
and so on. There is no need to go beyond  your fourth m ost 
im portant source of incom e.

PLEASE REMEMBER TO USE NUM BERS IN ST EA D  OF TICKS FOR  
THIS Q UESTIO N

Your ow n  earnings □  
Shares Q

Savings accounts (Banks, b u ild in g  societies) □
Financial help  from your fam ily  □
Post office bonds or certificates □

W idow s or old age p ension  □
H usband's occupational pension  □
Your ow n occupational pension  □

17 I w ou ld  now  like you to tell m e your attitude to certain television  
program m es.
Could you  p lease nam e your three favourite program m es on  
television?

M y favourite program m e i s ...............

M y second favourite program m e is  

M y third favourite program m e is  ...
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Listed below  are a number of reasons w h y  people m ight w ant to 
watch television . Could you p lease w rite "1" (NOT A TICK) 
beside your m ain reason for w atching television , and so  on for 
your three m ain reasons.

In this section of the questionnaire I w ou ld  like to ask you  som e  
details about your living arrangements.

At the m om ent, do you live alone?

For each of the people w ho live w ith  you , could you  please  
describe their relationship to you , that is w hether they are your  
sister, your son, your grandaughter, your friend, and so on.

Person 1.................................................................................

Person 2 .................................................................................

Person 3 .................................................................................

Person 4 .................................................................................

D iv id es up the day for me 
H elps me relax 

H elps me pass the tim e 
Entertains me 

K eeps m e in  touch  
K eeps m e com pany

YES □

N O  □  [ IF " N O  " PLEASE SKIP TO Q.21 ]

Person 5



2 1  I w ou ld  now  like you to think about h ow  spending decisions are 
m ade in your hom e at the m om ent. For exam ple, w ho  decides  
w hich groceries are to be bought?

Is it:

Y O U  r - l

you rse lf LJ

S om eone ,—h
e l s e  LI [PLEASE DESCRIBE eg. son , friend]

You and ,—.
som eone e lse  LJ

2 2  W hen it com es to spending m oney on hom e repairs w ho is m ainly  
responsible for m aking decisions?

Is it:

YOU r - L
you rse lf LJ

S om eone ,—h
else  LJ [PLEASE DESCRIBE eg. son, fr ie n d ] .................

You and ,—.
som eone e lse  LI

23 W hen som ething im portant for the hom e has to be bought such as 
fu rn itu re  or an a p p lia n ce  for the k itch en , w h o  is  m a in ly  
responsible for m aking decisions?

Is it:

You —
y ou rse lf ^

Som eone ,
else  LI [PLEASE DESCRIBE eg. son , friend]

You and  
som eone else  Q
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24 Before you  becam e a w id ow  did  you  at any tim e have a job outside  
the hom e for w hich you w ere paid, that is, w h ile  you  w ere single  
or m arried ?

Yes Q

N o Q  [IF "NO", PLEASE SKIP TO Q.26 BELOW]

25 A bout how  long w ere you  in this paid em ploym ent ?

Less than five  years □
For five to ten years □

For over ten years □

26 I w ould  now  like to ask you  about paid w ork outside the hom e  
since becom ing a w idow .

Since you  lost your husband have you ...

C ontinued your previous job □
[PLEASE SAY W HAT JOB IT WAS]

Started in  a new  job □
[PLEASE SAY W HAT JOB IT WAS]

Wanted to get a job but fa iled  to get one □

D ecided  not to look  for a job □

27 Finally, to help m e classify your answ ers m ay I ask you som e  
details about yourself and your late husband? To begin  w ith, 
could you  describe as carefully as possib le the w ork that he did?
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□
28 Are you  the ow ner of the house in w hich  you  norm ally live?

Yes Q
N o

29 H ave you  m oved  house since you  becam e a w id o w  ?

Yes C l

N o

30 For how  m any years were you married?

□

31 H ow  long is it since you lost your husband?

32 In w hat year w ere you born?

33 Please tick the level at w hich  you  com pleted your fu ll time 
education.

Primary School □
Secondary School □

Third le v e l □
Post-graduate □

34 Thank you  very m uch for your time and co-operation.
N ow , I w onder if you 'd  like to tell m e in your ow n  w ords how
w id ow h ood  has effected you  m o s t :
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SCHEDULE FOR PERSONAL INTERVIEWS OF SUBSAMPLE.

Introduction:

Thank you Mrs.__________________ for agreeing to speak to me and for giving your

time to help me understand more about widows. As the woman who called to you 

previously probably told you, I am trying to look at the lifestyles and concerns of 

widows in Ireland. Eveiy thing you tell me is strictly confidential; it will be used by me 

alone for my own private research at the university.

A. ROLE PERCEPTION.

1 - 1 see on the questionnaire you kindly filled out for me earlier that your husband was

a ________________ .

2 - Were you involved in any way with his work when he was alive?

Y E S [DESCRIBE]_____________________________________________

NO

3 - Did you have any contact with the people he worked with after he died? 

YES _  [DESCRIBE] ____________ ________________ __

NO _

4 - Would you say that you still see yourself as a __________wife?

YES _

NO

5 - Does the fact that you were married to a _____________still matter to you?

YES _  [PROBE "IN WHAT WAY?"]___________________________________

NO
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6 - [SHOW CARD WITH A LIST OF ROLES: "MOTHER", "WIDOW", "FRIEND", 

"NEIGHBOUR", "SISTER", "GRANDMOTHER", "AUNT".]

Here on this card are a number of roles which women play during their lives. Take 

your time looking down through it.

Could you please tell me which roles apply to you now? [WRITE N/A IF 

INAPPLICABLE]

For the roles that apply to you now, which one of them means the most to you ? After

being a ________ which other role means most to you. Which role would come third?

FRIEND _  NEIGHBOUR _  SISTER _  GRANDMOTHER _  MOTHER _  

WIDOW AUNT

7 - Can you tell me exactly why you chose the role of    as the most important?

8 - [IF "WIDOW" DOES NOT FEATURE IN THE TOP THREE ASK:-]

Is there any particular reason why you didn’t choose the role of widow among those 

three?

9 -1  would like you to think back to the time around the death of your husband. At that 

time, was there any other widow whom you looked up to as a model or example of how 

you should behave? [PROBE]_______________________________________________
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B. ACCOMMODATION.

10 - You mentioned in the earlier questionnaire that you have not moved house since 

losing your husband. Can you tell me however whether there were times when you 

seriously thought about moving house?

[PROBE]_________________________________________________________

[FOR THOSE WHO HAVE NOT MOVED HOUSE SKIP TO QUESTION 18]

11 - You mentioned in the questionnaire that you have moved house since becoming a 

widow. How often have you moved?

ONCE _  TWICE _  MORE THAN TWICE

12 - What was the main reason for moving house ? [FIRST MOVE IF MORE THAN 

ONE MOVE]

HOUSE TOO B IG ___________COST OF UPKEEP/MAINTENANCE  ________

TO BE NEAR FAM ILY HEALTH _  BAD M EMORIES_______________

SECURITY OTHER ________

13 - Was it mainly your own idea to move? 

YES

NO _  [SKIP TO Q. 16]

14 - Did anyone else help you make this decision to move house?

FRIEN D   NEIGHBOUR  OFFSPRING

OTHER RELATIVE _  SOCIAL WORKER _  O TH ER____

NO-ONE
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15 - Did you find that making the decision to move was a difficult or an easy decision 

to make?

EASY _  [SKIP TO QUESTION 18]

DIFFICULT _  [PROBE WHY]______________________________________________

_ _ _ ___________ ________________ ________________[SKIP TO QUESTION 18]

16 - Can you tell me then who made the decision for you to move? 

FRIEND _  OFFSPRING _  OTHER RELATIVE

SOCIAL WORKER OTHER

17 - How did you feel then about this decision at the time? 

HAPPY

UNHAPPY _  [PROBE WHY NOT]__________________

18 - Can you tell me how it felt leaving your old home?

19 - Looking back now, are you glad you moved or do you regret it?

GLAD _  [PROBE]__________________________________________

REGRET _  [PROBE]_______________________________________
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C. PURCHASE BEHAVIOUR.

2 0 -1  would like you to stop for a moment and think carefully about all the time you’ve 

been a widow. In that time has your attitude towards buying things or spending money 

changed in any way?

[PROBE "In what way?" FOR EACH AREA MENTIONED]

21 - Can I now ask you to remember back to the months immediately after your 

husbands’ death. Can you think of any expensive or important thing that you spent 

money on at that time - it could have been something for the house, for yourself, or for 

someone else?

YES _  [SEEK DESCRIPTION]_______________________________________________

NO _  [SKIP TO QUESTION 26]

22 - Was this the first time you yourself would have bought a ______________ ?

YES How did this feel?_____________________________________________________

NO  Was it different going out to buy a __________ for the first time as a

widow? _____________

23 - Was this a difficult decision for you to make at the time?

YES _  [PROBE W HY]________________________________

NO
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24 - Can you remember why it was you bought th is_______________ at that particular

time?

YES _  [PROBE]__________________________________________________________

NO _

25 - Looking back now, do you feel that buying th is________was a rash decision or a

sensible decision ?

RASH _

SENSIBLE _

26 - How do you feel in general about replacing things in your home with more modem 

goods? I ’m thinking of things like furniture for example. [PROBE: "How about getting 

rid of things connected with your husband?"]

27 - Apart from giving your husband’s things to members of your family, have you got 

rid of or sold off any belongings or items in your home?

FURNISHINGS _ _ _ _ _  CLOTHING__________ C A R _______

APPLIANCES___________ TOOLS/IMPLEMENTS______________

OTHER__________________________________________________________

NOTHING  [SKIP TO QUESTION 30]

28 - What made you decide to get rid of it (them)?

OBSOLESCENCE _  "CLEARING DECKS" ____ RECEIVED PRESENT

MOVING HOUSE _  DESIRED MODERN VERSION______________

OTHER ___________
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29 - How did you feel seeing this item(s) leave your home?

REGRET _  [LINK WITH HUSBAND LINK WITH ANOTHER PERSON _

MARKED AN EVENT______________ SERVED US W E L L _________________ J

NO REGRET ________

30 - Can I ask you now to think about the most recent thing you yourself have bought 

for your home? I’m thinking of things like an iron, a carpet, a phone, or furniture. 

PRODUCT____________  [IF NO PRODUCT SKIP TO Q.34]

31 - Before you bought this ______  was there any place or any person you got

information from?

NEWSPAPERS  TELEVISION  RA D IO ________

OFFSPRING  OTHER RELATIVE  FRIEN D_______

SALESPERSON  NEIGHBOUR    OWN EXPERIENCE_____

NO-ONE [SKIP TO Q.34]

32 - Can you remember whether there was any place else you got information from

before buying th is_____________ ?

[SEEK UNAIDED RECALL]

NEWSPAPERS  TELEVISION  RA D IO _______

OFFSPRING  OTHER RELATIVE  FRIEN D ______

SALESPERSON  NEIGHBOUR_______ OWN EXPERIENCE_________

NO-ONE [SKIP TO Q.34]

33 - In general, which of these sources of advice and information would you rely on 

most before you buy things, which do you find is most helpful?

NEWSPAPERS  TELEVISION  RA DIO _______

OFFSPRING  OTHER RELATIVE  FRIEN D ______

SALESPERSON  NEIGHBOUR________  OWN EXPERIENCE_____

NO-ONE
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D. FINANCIAL AFFAIRS

34 - Many widows have had to deal with sums of money at some stage after their 

husbands death. It could have been their husband’s life insurance money, a pensions 

lump sum, or money from the sale of a house. Since you became a widow did you have 

to deal with any large sum of money like this?

Y E S ___

NO  [SKIP TO QUESTION 42]

35 - What were your feelings at the time about having to handle a large sum like this?

WORRY _  BEWILDERMENT________CHALLENGE______

INDIFFERENT OTHER __________

36 - Can you remember if anyone offered you advice at the time on what to do with this 

money?

OFFSPRING________OTHER RELATIVE________ FRIEN D___________

SOLICITOR  BANKER CLERGYMAN ____ SOCIAL W ORKER____

INSURANCE OFFICIAL OTHER NO-ONE

37 - Apart from the people offering you advice, did you deliberately make a point of 

asking anyone for advice on this matter?

OFFSPRING________OTHER RELATIVE________ FRIEN D___________

SOLICITOR  BANKER  CLERGYMAN ____ SOCIAL W ORKER____

INSURANCE OFFICIAL OTHER NO-ONE

38 - In the end did you follow the advice you got from th e  ?

YES

NO
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39 - Looking back now, do you feel that this advice you got from 

worthwhile?

YES _  [PROBE]_______________________________________

was

NO _  [PROBE]

40 - Do you mind telling me what you eventually decided to do with this sum of money?

POST-OFFICE__________ BANK DEPOSIT SHARES___________

CHARITY ________ ___UNIT TRUSTS BUILDING SOC._________ CREDIT

UNION OTHER

41 - What was it exactly that made you decide to do this with your money?

42 - Has becoming a widow changed your attitude towards saving in any way? 

N O ___

YES ___________________

43 - For most of your day to day money matters would you use a:[ROTATE]

BUILDING SOCIETY POST OFFICE______

CREDIT UNION BANK OTHER N O N E_____

44 - Do you have a bank account in your own name at present? 

Y E S ___

N O  [SKIP TO QUESTION 49]



45 - Is this account with the same bank your husband used?

Y E S [PROBE "Is that important to you?"]___________

NO  [PROBE "Any particular reason for this?"]______

46 - Are you in any of the banking schemes for older people such as Golden Years or 

One to One?

N O N E [SKIP TO QUESTION 49]

ONE TO ONE GOLDEN YEARS VIP OTHER

47 - Did you join this scheme since becoming a widow? 

Y E S___

NO  [SKIP TO QUESTION 49]

48 - Can you try and remember what it was that made you join this scheme?

ADVERTISING_______  OVERTURE BY BANK OFFICIAL___________

PEER ADVICE OTHER

49 - Overall, what is your opinion of special schemes in banks for older customers?

50 - How do you feel in general about going into a bank? [PROBE]
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51 - Is there any difference going into a bank when you’re a widow?

N O ___

YES

52 - Have you ever asked a financial institution such as a bank or credit union for a loan 

since you became a widow?

Y E S___

NO  [SKIP TO QUESTION 54]

53 - What was the outcome of your loan application? How were you treated?

NO PROBLEMS OBTAINED WITH SOME DIFFICULTY__________

OBTAINED WITH GREAT DIFFICULTY____________  TURNED DOWN

54 - Do you personally have any credit cards?

Y E S ____

NO [SKIP TO QUESTION 56]

55 - Could you please tell me the main kinds of things you pay for with your credit 

card?

GROCERY VACATION  DURABLES EATING O U T ______

PETROL UTILITIES CLOTHING   PERSONAL C A R E____

OTHER
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56 - Widows seem to have different views on whether they should or should not leave 

something to their families when they pass on. What are your own views on this 

matter?

57 - Do you feel that your own family expect you to leave them something? 

N O ___

YES [PROBE]_____________________________________________________

E. VACATION/LEISURE.

58 - Have you taken a holiday of a week or more away from home since becoming a 

widow?

Y E S___

N O   [SKIP TO QUESTION 68]

59 - Can you remember how long it was after your husband’s death that you took your 

first holiday?

WITHIN SIX MONTHS 6 MONTHS TO A YEAR_____

IN THE SECOND Y EA R BETWEEN YEARS 2 AND 5 ____

OVER 5 YEARS_____

60 - How did you find making the decision to go away on this first holiday ? 

DIFFICULT

[PROBE]___________________________________________________________________

EASY
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61 - Can you remember how did the holiday turn out?

62 - Have you been away on many other holidays since that first holiday? 

Y E S___

N O  [SKIP TO QUESTION 66]

63 - What sort of places do you like to go to on holiday?

IRELAND UK US CONTINENT OTHER

64 - What type of holiday is it mainly?

VISITING RELATIVES  PILGRIMAGE  PACKAGE____

BUS TOUR INDEPENDENT TOURING GUEST HOUSE/HOTEL

65 - Do you tend to go on holidays alone or with someone else? 

ALONE FRIEND OFFSPRING OTHER RELATIVE

66 - Do you feel that there are certain kinds of places that you could go on holidays to 

when you were married but which are not the right sort of place for a widow to go to? 

YES [PROBE]

NO
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67 - Overall how have your holidays as a widow compared with your holidays when you 

were married?

BETTER [PROBE]__________________________________________________

WORSE [PROBE]__________________________________________________

DIFFERENT [PROBE]_______________________________________________

SAME

68 - Can you now tell me a little about how you spend your free time, and the pastimes 

and interests you have? What would you say is your main pastime? [PROBE FOR 

FIRST THREE]

1 __________________ 2 ____________________ 3 __________________

69 - Did becoming a widow change your interests and pastimes in any way?

YES

NO _

70 - Has becoming a widow affected the amount of enjoyment you get from your 

pastimes in any way?

YES

NO

71 - Are you a member of any clubs or organisations that you go out to now?

CHARITABLE  SPORT___________ POLITICAL_____________

A .R .G _______ SENIOR CITIZENS_________  INTEREST____________

WIDOWS ASSOC. ________RELIGIOUS_________ RESIDENT __ _____

NO [GO TO QUESTION 75]
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72 - Can you remember if you joined this group(s) after you became a widow?

CHARITABLE  SPORT _ _ _ _ _  POLITICAL _ _ _ _ _

A .R .G ________SENIOR CITIZENS _ _ _ _ _  INTEREST _________ _

WIDOWS ASSOC.__________ RELIGIOUS________ RESIDENT

JOINED BEFORE WIDOWHOOD________ [GO TO QUESTION 75]

73 - What made you join this group(s) after you were widowed?

OWN INITIATIVE_________________________________________________

APPROACH BY CLU B FAMILY SUGGESTION OTHER______

74 - What was it like - going back for the first time/going out to this group - after you 

lost your husband? How did you feel?

75 - Now I would like you to tell me your idea of a really good night out for yourself? 

[PROBE FOR COMMERCIAL LEISURE eg. CINEMA, THEATRE, 

SHOW/CONCERT, RESTAURANT]
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76 - Apart from anyone who lives with you, could you please tell me how long its been 

since you’ve seen any of your children, grandchildren, any other relatives, friend ?

Your Your Other

children grand relatives

children

To-day or yesterday ______  ______  _____

Within the last seven days ______  ______  _____

Within the last month 

Within the last year 

More than a year ago 

Not applicable

77 - Do you hold a driving licence?

YES _

N O  [SKIP TO QUESTION 81]

78 - Do you drive a car at the moment?

Y E S___

NO  [SKIP TO QUESTION 81]

79 - About how often would you yourself drive the car? 

D AILY  3-6 TRIPS PER WEEK _________

1 - 2 TRIPS PER W EEK  LESS FREQUENTLY

80 - What is the main reason you use the car for?

SHOPPING______  VISITING________ RECREATION

WORK O T H E R ___________

Friend
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F. SUMMARY.

81 - If a friend of yours came to you just after losing her husband, what kinds of things 

would you say to her?

82 - May I ask you how your health is at the moment?

Would you say it was:-

POOR FAIR GOOD EXCELLENT

83 - Finally, many widows find that there are times when they feel especially lonely 

during widowhood. At times like this are there any things you like doing which help 

you cope with this loneliness?
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