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A. (°jZeJÛ J Ul {-) ? 

This approval and acceptance is contingent on the candidate's 
adequate performance and defense of this dissertation at the 
final oral examination. The inclusion of this sheet bound into 
the library copy of the dissertation is evidence of satisfactory 
performance at the final examination. 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial 
fulfillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of 
the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are 
allowable without special permission, provided that 
accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of 
this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 
head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate 
College when in his judgment the proposed use of the 
material is in the interests of scholarship. In all other 
instances, however, permission must be obtained from the 
author. 

SIGNED : fLrUAJto 



DEDICATION 

I dedicate this work to the following people: 

My Mother's Sister 

My Mother's Mother 

My Father's Mother 

The reasoning is simple. These relatives were age-ambiguous 

or were faced with serious age-related problems. Although 

these kinsmen have since passed away, they have left their 

imprint on the author; an imprint which, in part, resulted 

in this dissertation. 

iii 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
/ 

A dissertation researched and written in absentia 

not only creates unique problems for the committee, but 

leaves the problems of professional motivation and institu­

tional support unresolved on the part of the student. In 

facing these problems as well as the intellectual and 

practical problems of engaging in this research endeavor, 

many individuals were involved. First, I would like to 

express my appreciation to my committee, Dr. Edward H. 

Spicer, Dr. Keith H. Basso, and Dr. Thomas B. Hinton for 

their patience and continuing support of my project. In 

addition I would like to express especial thanks to Dr. 

Basso for his critical comments and suggestions. Although 

this is not a dissertation in Social Gerontology, I am also 

grateful to Dr. Courtney B. Cleland of the Department of 

Sociology, who first introduced me to the issues of aging. 

I am also indebted to Dr. Harry T. Getty for his advice 

concerning the procedures for registration and the timing 

of the completion of the dissertation. 

In the designing and execution of any research 

project, immediate professional and intellectual supports 

are necessary. In this context, I am deeply grateful to Dr. 

Harvey Marshall of the Department of Sociology at Purdue 

University. Through our informal discussions not only did 

iv 



V 

I come to appreciate the elegance of statistics, but also 

gained many theoretical insights. I also appreciate the 

expert advice of Dr. Andy B. Anderson of the same depart­

ment, which greatly simplified and strengthened the 

sampling procedure. Gratitude is also extended to Dr. 

Harry Potter of Purdue's Sociology Department whose sound 

advice helped me to work out some of the "bugs" in the 

procedure for contacting informants. Thanks too, goes to 

Paul Duncan who initially helped me learn how to work with 

the computer. 

Before any research design "gets off the ground," it 

must be pretested. I would like to thank the following 

people for their- participation and critical comments at this 

stage of my research: Dr. Mark Glazer, Mrs. Carol Waddell, 

Mrs. Mary Jo Watson, Dr. and Mrs. Peter D. Harrison, and Mr. 

and Mrs. Paul L. Schmiedel. It was through their comments 

that the interview guide was made a clearer and more 

efficient research instrument. In this context, I am also 

grateful to many colleagues who read and critically reacted 

to my research proposal. Among these are Dr. Gilbert 

Kushner, Susan Lobo, and Annetta Cheek. 

Most obviously, I must express my gratitude to my 

husband. His involvement with this research is great, 

indeed. Our discussions helped clarify many of the argu­

ments and ideas that are involved. Particularly instru­

mental was his suggestion of creating an instrument which 



vi 

would enable informants to think about and to induce their 

age-categories. This resulted in the card deck of hypotheti­

cal people. I also appreciate his critical reading of the 

.manuscript. 

The greatest indebtedness is to those who made this 

dissertation not just an idea, but a reality. First I am 

especially grateful to the American Association of Univer­

sity Women for their financial support of this endeavor. 

Without the granting of the Kathryn McHale Fellowship 

(1971-1972) there would have neither been the opportunity 

nor the funding to obtain the necessary data. I extend my 

gratitude to the people who assisted in the interviewing. 

I am especially indebted to Gloria Yamamoto and to Linda 

(Shoemaker) Kowalik whose perseverence, dedication, and 

personableness made data gathering more rewarding. Thanks 

also goes to Pam DeWeese, Martha Mills, Barbara Wintz, Susan 

Dust, Robert Jeffers, Mike Roberts, Gail Roberts, and Daryl 

Rice whose work contributed significantly to this research. 

Appreciation is also extended to Charlene Gierkey, 

reporter for the Lafayette Journal and Courier, whose 

coverage of this research sparked the interest of many of 

our informants. As with any research in the study of man, 

however, my foremost indebtedness is to those who have given 

me the basic facts which appear in this dissertation. 

Without the cooperation and interest of the 243 residents 



who were interviewed in Lafayette and West Lafayette, 

Indiana, this study would have been impossible. 

Finally, I would like to extend my thanks to Sue 

Simmons who punched the coded data onto IBM cards. Also 

appreciation is expressed to the Clark's for their typing 

and proofreading of the manuscript. I am indebted to 

Susan Lobo for her proofreading and tireless trips that 

facilitated the completion of the dissertation. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OF TABLES X 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS xiii 

ABSTRACT xiv 

CHAPTER 

1. AGE AND SOCIETY 1 

Theories of Generational Change 2 
Theories of Life-Cycle Change: 

Interactionist and Functional 5 
Structural Theories of Age 7 
Age Grading in the United States 10 

2. THE MODEL AND THE PROBLEM 16 

The Model Muddle 16 
The Problem: A Generalized Statement .... 22 

3. THE RESEARCH DESIGN 26 

Selecting the Informants 28 
Substitutions 31 
Contacting the Informants 32 
The Representativeness of the Sample .... 34 
The Variables and Their Measurement .... 46 
Analytic Procedures 53 

4. ANALYSIS OF THE COMPLEXITY OF ADULT 
LIFE-CYCLE SEGMENTS 56 

Segmental Complexity 56 

5. WHAT MAKES PEOPLE OLD? 78 

6. ON THE STUDY OF AGE STRATIFICATION 109 

APPENDIX A. INITIAL CONTACT DOCUMENTS 123 

APPENDIX B. INSTRUCTIONS FOR MAILING DOCUMENTS . . . 127 

viii 



ix 

TABLE OF CONTENTS—Continued 

Page 

APPENDIX C. INTERVIEWER IDENTIFICATION 
DOCUMENT . 128 

APPENDIX D. INTERVIEW GUIDE 130 

APPENDIX E. CARD DECK OF HYPOTHETICAL PEOPLE .... 144 

APPENDIX F. CARD DECK OF MATERIAL SYMBOLS 148 

APPENDIX G. CASH AWARD ENCLOSURE 167 

APPENDIX H. PRELIMINARY REPORT . 168 

APPENDIX I. AGE-DESCRIPTIVE TERMS 173 

REFERENCES 189 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. The Comparison of the Sample with the 
Total Population: The Total Percentage 
Distribution of the Population and 
Sample by Age and Sex 35 

2. The Comparison of the Sample with the 
Total Population: The Percentage 
Distribution of Males and Females by 
Age Group 36 

3. The Comparison of the Sample with the 
Total Population: The Percentage 
Distribution of Age Groups by Sex 37 

4. Differences Between the Actual Sample of 
242 and the Expected Sample of 242 
Projected on the Basis of 1970 Census 
Figures for Lafayette and West 
Lafayette, Indiana 39 

5. Representativeness of the Sample as 
Expressed Through the Chi Square Test .... 40 

6. The Attrition of the Original Sample 
Following Contact 42 

7. Differences Between the Projected Sample 
of Four Hundred and the Actual Sample 
of Two Hundred and Forty-Two 44 

8. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With All 
Age-Related Variables in the Regression 
Equation 59 

9. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With 
Chronological Age as the Only Age-
Related Variable in the Regression 
Equation 61 

10. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Age-
Grade as the Only Age-Related Variable 
in the Regression Equation 63 

x 



xi 

LIST OF TABLES—Continued 

Table Page 

11. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Self 
Identity of Age-Grade as the Only Age-
Related Variable in the Regression 
Equation 65 

12. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Only 
One Independent Variable in the 
Regression Equation 67 

13. Means and Standard Deviations of Kinship 
and Occupational Life-Cycle Events for 
the Total Population and for the Sub-
Populations of Age and Social Rank 81 

14. Analysis of Ages and Standardized 
Categories Assigned to the Hypothetical 
Card People 85 

15. Distribution of Age-Terms by Criteria 99 

16. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Educational Status in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle ... 174 

17. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Employment Status in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle . . . 175 

18. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Domestic Criterion of Marital Status in 
the Standardized Portions of the Life-
Cycle 177 

19. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Domestic Criterion of Family Status in 
the Standardized Portions of the Life-
Cycle 179 

20. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Independence in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle 
(Residence and Career Status Apparently 
are the Basis of this Criterion) 181 



xii 

LIST OF TABLES—Continued 

Table Page 

21. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Responsibility in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle ... 182 

22. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Life Patterns in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle . . . 183 

23. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Maturity in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle . . . 184 

24. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting the 
Criterion of Generalized Age in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle . . . 186 

25. Age-Descriptive Terms Reflecting 
Miscellaneous Criterion in the 
Standardized Portions of the Life-Cycle ... 188 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

Figure Page 

1. Means and Standard Deviations of Life-Cycle 
Events Based on the Criterion of Labor 
Force Participation 82 

2. Means and Standard Deviations of Life-Cycle 
Events Based on the Criterion of Kinship ... 83 

3. Age Boundedness of Standardized Age-
Categories Through the Percentage of 
Responses in the Modal Age-Category by 
the Mean Age Assigned to the Hypothetical 
Person 87 

4. Age Boundedness of the Standardized Age 
Categories Through the Standard 
Deviations of the Categories by the Mean 
Age of the Hypothetical People 89 

5. Age Boundedness of the Standardized Categories 
Through the Standard Deviations of the Mean 
Age Assigned to Hypothetical Person by the 
Mean Age Assigned to the Hypothetical 
Person 90 

6. The Impact of Educational Status Upon 
Age-Categorization 92 

7. The Impact of Occupational Status Upon 
Age-Categorization 93 

8. The Impact of Marital Status Upon Age-
Categorization 94 

9. The Impact of the Status of Children on 
Age-Categorization . . 95 

10. The Impact of Residential Status Upon 
Age-Categorization ..... 96 

xiii 



ABSTRACT 

Age is an obvious variable employed extensively in 

anthropological and sociological research and analysis. Age 

as a sociological variable, however, has referred to 

biological or chronological age and not to cultural age. In 

this study cultural age is examined in the complex society 

of the United States through the use of the anthropological 

concept of age-grades. 

Since age-grades are cultural categories ranking or 

indexing people on the basis of increasing cultural age, we 

examined two primary questions dealing with this category 

system. First, we were concerned with sources of variation 

in the construction of the age-grade system. This focused 

exclusively on the issue of the complexity of the system as 

reflected in the number of divisions made in the age-ranking 

index. Two hypotheses were formulated in examining age 

category complexity. These were as follows: (1) age is 

positively correlated with age category complexity, and 

(2) social rank is positively correlated with age category 

complexity. The second question dealt with the distribution 

of circumscribed criterial attributes upon which the age 

categories were distinguished and with the lexical items 

associated with the age categories. The distribution was 

xiv 
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examined within three standardized divisions of the life-

cycle: young, middle, and old. 

Informants were selected on the basis of a multi­

phase cluster sampling procedure in the cities of Lafayette 

and West Lafayette, Indiana. Two hundred and forty-three 

individuals were interviewed. During the interview the 

informant was asked to generate his view of the adult 

portion of the American life-cycle. This was accomplished 

by sorting a deck of cards which contained brief socio­

logical descriptions of hypothetical people (circumscribed 

criterial attributes). On the basis of these models of age-

grading, variance was examined statistically. A zero-one 

Vciriable analysis was employed in the evaluation of the 

hypothesis and the interpretation of the data on age-grade 

complexity. The coefficients obtained, while not con­

clusive, did lend some support for the hypothesized positive 

relationship between age and age-grade complexity and the 

positive relation between social rank and age-grade 

complexity. In further trying to explain the variance we 

made the empirical generalization: the greater the range 

(social differentiation) of the social network, the more 

complex the domain(s) used to refer to that network. 

The distribution of the successive social positions 

used in the discrimination of age-grades was examined at 

differing points in the American life-cycle. This analysis 

reveals that the age-grade system has a high degree of 
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regularity and precision. This precision is to be found in 

very minutely graded educational organizations which have an 

exceptionally high association with chronological age. 

Because of decreasing contact with these organizations with 

increasing age, there is greater potential disparity between 

cultural and chronological age in the older age brackets. 

Cultural aging, however, is not contingent upon the 

single criterion of educational status. Cultural age is 

multidimensional in that the criteria from one institutional 

domain will predominate at one point in the life-cycle only 

to be replaced by the predominance of other institutional 

criteria at another point. Economic criteria relating to 

education and career and the domestic criteria relating to 

the formation of the family of procreation are the major 

criteria used to distinguish the younger categories. 

Domestic criteria predominate in the middle categories, 

while economic and residential criteria are used to dis­

tinguish the old. The distribution of the age-descriptive 

terms within the standardized divisions of the life-cycle 

(young, middle, old), indicate that the cultural guidelines 

for the American age-grade system are quite definite. 

Americans expect increasing involvement, independence, and 

responsibility; followed by a maximum in involvement and 

responsibility; and then, a sharp decrease in involvement 

and responsibilities and finally an end of their inde­

pendence. Thus, the distribution of these lexical items 
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and criterial attributes serves to delineate and bound the 

developmental change which defines the American age-grade 

system. This, in turn, has implications for a comparative 

ethnography of age-grading in both complex and simple 

societies. 



CHAPTER 1 

AGE AND SOCIETY 

Age is a product of biological processes occurring 

through time. We are born; we mature; our bodies gradually 

deteriorate; and finally we die. These are inevitable 

processes or events which every human society must handle 

in one form or another. These are processes which affect 

the social identities and hence the distribution of rights 

and duties of social actors. Students of human society have 

viewed age as being an important and obvious criterion in 

the differentiation of roles and statuses. Often, however, 

the obviousness of age has resulted in a paucity of research 

on age-grading. 

The major exception to this, of course, is the 

recognition of two distinctive age groups in industrialized 

societies: the young and the old (Parsons 1942; Kalish 1969). 

The problems of these groups have served as an impetus for 

the research and the findings of the sociology of adolescence 

and of social gerontology (Johnstone 1970; Gottlieb, Reeves, 

and Tenhouten 1968; Cain 1967). In a somewhat different 

fashion, age has been more clearly understood as a principle 

of social organization in the studies of some simpler 

societies (Linton 1964: 116-122; Beattie 1964: 146 ff. ; 
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Mair 1970: 50-52; Gulliver 1968). This is especially true 

of societies in which age-homogeneous groups (age sets) 

constitute a major integrating institution (Eisenstadt 

1956). Although distinct age groups and vastly different 

social structures are involved, these studies are relevant 

to an understanding of age and social structure. 

Age, in a fairly abstract sense, has been a major 

component of many social theories. For the purposes of 

exposition we shall classify them as follows: (1) theories 

of generational change, (2) theories of life-cycle changes, 

and (3) structural theories of age. Each of these theories 

has somewhat different foci, somewhat different units, and 

differing degrees of relevance for the issues with which 

this study is concerned. 

Theories of Generational Change 

Age groups or generations have been viewed as an 

important source of socio-cultural change. The sociological 

importance of generations lies in the assumption that they 

are "carriers" of important socio-cultural transformations. 

This is especially apparent in the sociology of knowledge 

of Mannheim (1936, 1959) as well as most other European 

students of the subject (Berger 1960). Clearly, for 

Mannheim the differing historical experiences of successive 

generations constitutes a major source for differing views 

of the world. 



To mention only one of the many other possible 
bases of collective existence, out of which 
different forms of knowledge may arise, we may 
point to the role played by the relationship 
between differently situated generations. This 
factor influences in very many cases the 
principles of selection, organization, and 
polarization of theories and points of view 
prevailing in a given society at a given 
moment (Mannheim 1936: 270). 

These considerations have stimulated the development 

of a more methodologically oriented concept: cohort analysis. 

Basically, this is a means of inquiring into the impact of 

historical events and social structural changes on the 

opinions, attitudes, and ideologies of different generations 

(Evan 1959). The assumptions are "each new cohort makes 

fresh contact with the contemporary social heritage and 

carries the impress of the encounter through life. . . . 

(The successive cohorts) do not cause change, they permit 

it. If change does occur, it differentiates cohorts from 

one another, and the comparison of their careers becomes a 

way to study change" (Ryder 1965: 844). 

Although attempts have been made to analyze genera­

tional change in this manner, conceptual and methodological 

problems remain conspicuous (Cain 1967). Such issues as the 

beginning and the ending of a generation; the membership of 

a generation; and the role of sociological and biological 

criteria in determining generational identity remain un­

resolved. Perhaps even more complicated is the task of 



ferreting out the impact of historical events on a genera­

tion which is by no means socially homogeneous. 

In a somewhat different, but related fashion, Mead 

(1970), in her germane study Culture and Commitment. has 

approached the question of generational change and the 

generation gap. Through the identification of different 

enculturative patterns (postfigurative, cofigurative, and 

prefigurative) she effectively searches for points of 

continuity and discontinuity between generations. The post 

figurative guarantees the greatest continuity, the 

cofigurative produces a potential for change; while the 

prefigurative expresses a way to shorten the widening 

generation gap. The latter is also a plea for an under­

standing of a generation that has experienced things no 

other generation has ever experienced. • 

The foregoing have all been theories of socio-

cultural change and theories of the role of generations in 

that change. The major assumption is that differing 

experiences produce different interpretations and under­

standings of the world and hence a somewhat different 

culture. Although the implication is that historical 

events affect socially heterogeneous generations in a 

fairly uniform fashion, enculturative patterns certainly 

constitute an important avenue of responding to these 

circumstances. 
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Theories of Life-Cycle Change: 
Interactionist and Functional 

Change, too, is the focus of this class of theory, 

but the change is of a different scale. The concern of this 

type of theory is with the effect of aging on the social 

self and with the integration of the self into society. 

Without belaboring the issue of diverse theories of child 

development, the process of developing a concept of self 

begins virtually at birth. 

The work of Piaget (1932) and Mead (1934) as well 

as that of Brim and Wheeler (1965) provides an understanding 

of the sociological nature of this process which begins in 

childhood and continues throughout an individual's life. 

The relevance of these theories of self concept 

development is that as individuals grow older they interact 

in a number of differing social contexts which were not 

necessarily accessible at earlier phases of the life-cycle. 

As the social context or reference group changes so does 

the self concept. The break in the life-cycle where this 

theory has been most successfully employed is retirement and 

its aftermath in industrialized societies. 

"In view of the very great significance of the 

occupational status and its psychological correlates, 

retirement leaves the older man in a particularly function-

less situation, cut off from participation in the most 

important interests and activities of the society" (Parsons 
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1942: 616). This means that as one's reference group 

changes, the image one receives of himself is different and 

hence one's self evaluation changes. Without a culturally 

approved set of values and new roles through which the 

retiree may find the expression and development of a new 

self-image, the person is almost helpless to change his 

self-concept in a constructive way (Cavan 1962). Hence, the 

change that proceeds from the time of retirement is a 

gradual depreciation of the self-image or loss of identity 

ending in a depersonalization of the individual (Coe 1965, 

Anderson 1965). 

From the functional perspective of disengagement 

theories the same process has been observed, but is inter­

preted differently. Instead of the social self being the 

main focus, it is society which is primary. Adulthood marks 

the full engagement in the important roles and statuses of 

the society. With increasing age, however, death or the 

ultimate disengagement, becomes inevitable. It is argued 

that to maintain the equilibrium between individual and 

society in the face of the disruptive nature of death, a 

process of mutual disengagement or withdrawal is initiated. 

This disengaged state is characterized by a greater distance 

and "freedom" from the control of norms (Cumming and Henry 

1961: 14; Cumming et al. 1960). The change that is 

initiated at the time of retirement is one of a shift in 
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the equilibrium of an individual and his society from an 

engaged to a disengaged state. 

Thus, change occurs as one "moves through" the life-

cycle. Although consistency is seldom lost, one's self-

image is modified as the social referents shift throughout 

the life-cycle. The integration of an individual changes as 

he is enculturated into the major roles and, then, at least 

in industrialized societies, is in effect de-socialized as 

he disengages from these roles. 

Structural Theories of Age 

In contrast to the other types of theories of age, 

structural theories are more concerned with stability or the 

maintenance processes of society. The concern is with the 

network of status positions, behavioral expectations, and 

the symbols associated with the differentiation of these 

positions. Two criteria are universal in the differentia­

tion of statuses: age and sex. These are universal simply 

because they are biologically determined features upon which 

sociological characteristics may be imposed. It is these 

cultural factors which are of primary importance in 

determining the content of status. 

While sex constitutes a dichotomous variable, age is 

a ranked or graded variable. Indeed, anthropologists have 

recorded a number of recognized life-stages in virtually all 

human societies. These age-defined roles constitute a 
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graded system. As a product of physical maturity and the 

acquisition of cultural competence, a person moves from role 

to role or grade to grade. These age-grades then are the 

"recognized division of the life of an individual as he 

passes from infancy to old age. Thus a person passes into 

one grade after another . . . through the whole series" 

(Radcliffe-Brown 1929: 21). 

Being a recognized division of life, an age-grade 

must be distinguished from other age-grades. Thus, lexical 

markers or linguistic categories as well as other symbols 

serve to identify and define age-grades. Just as people 

are ranked with respect to cultural categories of age, 

groups may also be ranked. The failure to make this dis­

tinction has frequently resulted in terminological confusion. 

The former are age-grades, the latter are age sets. 

Bohannan (1965: 194) has defined age sets as 

"corporate groups composed of people belonging to the same 

age-grade, or a specific part of them." The distinction 

rests on the difference between an aggregate and a group. 

The aggregate consists of a class of items sharing certain 

features (age-grade) while a group implies a mutual orienta­

tion of the members as well as an internal structuring of 

relationships (age set). Of course, groups can be and are 

organized on principles other than age. In distinguishing 

other non-kin organizations from age sets, we must employ 

the criteria of choice and recruitment of members. In 
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societies where age sets are a major institution, membership 

is obligatory on the part of males and the recruitment of 

members is solely based on the criterion of age. However, 

in other non-kin institutions membership may either be 

voluntary and recruitment of members based both on restric­

tive and non-restrictive age criteria or involuntary and 

recruitment of members based on criteria irrespective of 

age. 

Although age sets are to be found all over the 

world, East Africa is the home of age sets par excellence. 

Indeed, the ethnographies of such people as the Nuer 

(Evans-Prichard 1968), the Nayakyusa (Wilson 1951a, 1951b), 

the Nandi (Peristiany 1951, Huntingford 1953), the Swazi 

(Kuper 1947), as well as others in Africa and in other 

regions of the world have provided us with an abundance of 

information on the phenomena of age sets. 

In From Generation to Generation. Eisenstadt (1956) 

surveys this and other ethnographic literature with respect 

to age groups. In an attempt to understand the function of 

age-homogeneous groups in a social structure, Eisenstadt 

examines age groups in a range of societies which are quite 

diverse structurally. The broad hypothesis of this work is 

that "age-homogeneous groups ... tend to arise in those 

societies in which the family or kinship unit cannot ensure, 

or even impedes, the attainment of full social status by its 

members" (Eisenstadt 1956: 54). In other words, the main 



10 

argument is that age-homogeneous groups serve as an "inter­

linking sphere" between kinship and other institutionalized 

spheres of society (e.g., political and economic) 

(Eisenstadt 1956: 272-278). Age-homogeneous groups then 

integrate the particularistic sphere of society with the 

universalistic spheres of society through preparatory 

socialization, or themselves form the universalistic sphere 

of the society. (The terms universalism-particularism form 

one of the pattern variables coined by Parsons [1951] and 

Parsons and Shills [l95l], and are extensively employed by 

Eisenstadt.) 

Structural theories of age, then, are not directly 

concerned with change, but with stability. However, the 

majority of comparative ethnographic research has focused on 

the phenomena of age sets, not age grades. Nevertheless age 

is viewed as an important criterion in the differentiation 

of social statuses and in the formation of social groups. 

These issues are most relevant to us here since my research 

program is concerned with the definition of the age-grade 

system of the United States and an analysis of the variation 

within that system. 

Age Grading in the United States 

Although age-grading has been a recognized feature 

of American society, there has been a paucity of research 

conducted on this issue per se. Other questions and areas 
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of research, however, have employed age or attributes of age 

as a major variable. One general kind of variable that has 

been employed is symbolic in nature, i.e., those that deal 

with cultural attributes of age which enables Americans to 

identify the respective age-grades. 

Symbols are important in distinguishing one cultural 

thing from another cultural thing. In differentiating age-

grades, then, symbols play a crucial role. These cultural 

attributes of age constitute a portion of a person's 

"identity kit" (Goffman 1961: 22ff.) or are role signs 

(Banton 1965: 68). "Symbols of identification are a 

property of all positions. ... (S)ymbols are the concrete 

manifestations upon which recognition is based. Identifying 

symbols may be names for the position, dress and artifact, 

speech, manner or gesture, or physical location" (Biddle and 

Thomas 1966: 49). In other words, these are signs a person 

consciously or unconsciously uses to differentiate himself 

from other classes of people and to identify with a particu­

lar class of people. In this case it would be an age-

grade. 

Age is a criterion which cross-cuts other principles 

of role differentiation since it is an ascriptive quality of 

every actor. This is quite apparent when examining kinship 

roles and associated terms. Most kin terms distinguish 

relative generational differences, e.g., "son"-"father," 

"granddaughter"-"grandmother," "brother"-"sister," and the 



like. This is also true of many political roles where 

explicit age restrictions are present, e.g., "United States 

Senator" (30 years) or "President of the United States" 

(35 years). Other roles and terms contain an age component 

either as a result of age-restrictive entrance criteria or 

as a product of biological and cultural maturation. 

Although these are important components in an age grade 

structure, these roles in differing institutional sectors, 

by themselves, do not constitute an age grade system. For 

example, people who may be called "mother" may range in age 

from 12-92+, but motherhood may be an important rite of 

passage for entrance into an age-grade. Thus, as we argue, 

age grades are based on the sequential positions which 

punctuate different institutional spheres of a society. 

American society is definitely age-graded. "We make 

a distinction between a nursery school child and a kinder­

garten child, and both differ from a school-aged child. We 

have 'preteens' and 'teens' and sub-debs and debutantes, 

and young married couples. At this point, we seem to relax 

our efforts, only to begin again with middle age, older 

people, and finally old age" (Cumming and Schneider 1961: 

498). The linguistic terms an individual uses to identify 

periods in the life-cycle may either be more complex or much 

simpler or sometimes even unnamed. The point is, there are 

words in the English language that are associated with age 
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and which identify persons at certain points in their life-

cycle. 

If we re-examine the above list we find that such 

terms as "school-aged child" and "young married couples" 

differ from other terms such as "teens" and "middle aged." 

The former provide us with more information concerning the 

people so classified. That is, a portion of the role-status 

network or social identity is indicated. The implication 

here is that these linguistic symbols serve to demarcate 

roles and statuses which are characteristic at the respec­

tive phases of the life-cycle and which are roughly ranked 

with the index of chronological age. Indeed, biographic 

studies clearly demonstrate this (Buhler 1961), as do studies 

which examine institutional sectors in defining age-status 

and search for potential indicators of change in that 

system (Neugarten and Moore 1968). "In youth and middle 

age, the loss of one social status is generally accompanied 

by entry into another. For example, the status of student 

is relinquished for a position in the occupational struc­

ture, or the young woman may give up her career to become 

a wife and mother" (Blau 1956). Changes in status, thus, 

affect age identification. However, this effect may not 

necessarily be direct, but is dependent upon such factors 

as its prevalence in the social structure (Blau 1961). 

Roles and statuses entail rules concerning rights 

and duties. It is upon these rules that expectations are 
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built. Entry into a social position also assumes that 

certain prerequisits have been met. When these positions 

are ranked with respect to age, then one would anticipate a 

timing of certain events with regularity at certain points 

of the life-cycle and a high degree of consensus regarding 

this timing. 

There exists what might be called a prescriptive 
timetable for the ordering of major life events: 
a time in the life span when men and women are 
expected to marry, a time to raise children, a 
time to retire. This normative pattern is adhered 
to, more or less consistently by most persons in 
the society. . . . Men and women are aware not only 
of the social clocks that operate in various areas 
of their lives, but they are aware also of their 
own timing and readily describe themselves as 
"early," "late," or "on time" with regard to 
family and occupational events (Neugarten, Moore, 
and Lowe 1965: 711). 

Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe find a high degree on 

consensus concerning the timing of these events, they also 

find a positive correlation between perceived importance of 

age appropriate behavior and age. 

Although we have been discussing the American age-

status structure as though it had a uniform impact upon most 

Americans, it would be unreasonable and misleading to assume 

that this is the case in such a socially heterogeneous 

society as the United States. Few studies, however, have 

considered the variable of social stratification with 

respect to variation in the age-grade system. The notable 

exception to this is the research of Neugarten and 

Peterson (1957). Using four main periods that punctuate 



the adult phase of the life-cycle: young adult, maturity, 

middle age, and old, they discovered that middle class 

informants tended to associate higher chronological ages 

with these categories than did lower class informants. 

In general terms, then it would appear that for 
the man who works with his brain for a living, 
there is a slow period of arriving at maturity, 
a long period of maturity and middle age, and a 
relatively short period that he defines as old 
age. For the man who works with his hands, the 
first phases of adulthood pass quickly, and are 
followed by a long period of old age (Neugarten 
and Peterson 1957: 499). 

Banton (1965: 101), too, has observed this and has suggested 

that the difference is rooted in the differential training 

that is required for the occupational roles that character­

ize each social class. 

Age-grades, then, are a cultural phenomena rooted 

in the age-status structure of a society. We cannot deny, 

however, that they are partly dependent on biological 

processes which occur through time. Cultural symbols 

(linguistic, behavioral, or artifactual) serve to identify 

an age-grade system and an actor's location in it. They 

distinguish people of one age-grade from people of other 

age-grades. It is these symbols of age which have yet to 

be more completely explored and in some cases verified for 

American society. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE MODEL AND THE PROBLEM 

In scientific research, as in most endeavors, one 

is confronted with the phenomenal world. How one perceives 

and approaches this world is conditioned not only by 

immediate theoretical concerns, but by meta-theoretical 

issues as well. Certainly the specific domain of the 

phenomenal world is determined by the theory, the variables 

in the theory, and how one measures those variables. But 

how one goes about doing his research is further condi­

tioned by meta-theoretical concerns. Is an hypothesis being 

tested? If so, what is the form of the hypothesis and what 

are the relational terms? If not, is the researcher seeking 

to generate a hypothesis or to explore and develop a new set 

of variables. Exactly how such considerations condition the 

research design is often not too clear in anthropological 

research. 

The Model Muddle 

Although this is a dissertation on age-grading and 

not on meta-theoretical anthropology, it is important to 

briefly examine an issue which is a focal concern in 

anthropological discourse. This is the distinction that 

has been made between statistical and mechanical models. A 

16 
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great deal of effort, polemic and miscommunication has 

resulted from the confusion of these two types of models. 

The prime example, of course, is the debate in kinship 

studies on descent and alliance theory (Levi-Strauss 1969, 

Homans and Schneider 1955, Needham 1962, Schneider 1965, 

Buchler and Selby 1968). 

According to Levi-Strauss the distinction between 

statistical models lies in the relationship between the 

scale of the model and that of the phenomena. "A model 

the elements of which are on the same scale as the 

phenomena will be called a "mechanical model'; when the 

elements of the model are on a different scale, we will 

be dealing with a 'statistical model'" (Levi-Strauss 1953: 

528). In further explicating the difference of scale, 

Levi-Strauss gives an example, 

If one takes a phenomenon like, for instance 
suicide, it can be studied on two different 
levels. First it is possible by studying indi­
vidual situations to establish what may be called 
mechanical models of suicide, taking into account 
in each case the personality of the victim, his 
or her life history, the characteristics of the 
primary and secondary groups in which he or she 
developed and the like; or else one can build 
models of a statistical nature by recording 
suicide frequency over a certain period of time 
in one or more societies and in different types 
of primary and secondary groups (Levi-Strauss 
1953: 529). 

The difference, then, is really one of the levels of 

abstraction. The statistical model is more abstract than 

the mechanical model. As a consequence of differing levels 
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of abstraction, statistical and mechanical models relate to 

both data and theory in a somewhat different manner. 

Whether a mechanical model be of an ideal-typical or 

of a generative nature, both are constructed through 

intensive investigation of a limited number of cases. 

Because of the low degree of abstraction we are dealing 

with comparatively more information from the empirical 

world. We are not interested in the testing of hypotheses. 

We are primarily interested in defining the parameters of 

what we are investigating and how the elements of that 

system work. Mechanical models then are representations of 

the empirical world which provide us with an understanding 

of that world. 

In comparison, a statistical model cannot be 

attained without statistics, i.e., the gathering of rela­

tively large amounts of data. In the process of abstrac­

tion, the phenomenal world is segmented into "small 

parcels" each of which have differing values or levels. 

These variables are recorded in a large number of cases and 

the hypothesis is tested by an examination of the differen­

tial incidence of the values of these variables. In 

describing the resulting relationship between two or more 

variables, one is not for long satisfied with such rela­

tional terms as "the greater, the lesser" or "tends to," but 

finds such terms as "correlation" and the like much more 

efficient and exact. These terms are mathematical terms. 
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Hence, statistical models are mathematical representations 

of the phenomenal world. 

The relationship of these types of models to a 

theory is somewhat more difficult to define. This stems 

from disagreement on exactly what a theory is. The term 

"theory" has many meanings ranging from an untested "hunch" 

to a series of logically related, empirically verified 

propositions. As Zetterberg (1965: 21ff.) points out theory 

can mean (1) classical works, (2) criticism, (3) taxonomy, 

and (4) systematically interrelated propositions. It is in 

this latter sense that we shall use the term. In dis­

tinguishing this from the other meanings of theory we shall 

refer to it as formal analytic theory or analytic theory. 

Both mechanical and statistical models are articu­

lated to the propositions of a formal analytic theory. But 

the nature of the articulation with those propositions is 

markedly different. Mechanical models are consciously or 

unconsciously derivable from the propositions of an analytic 

theory. The basic articulation, however, is one of 

modification. That is, a mechanical model is not used to 

test a proposition or series of propositions. The theory 

may be modified by addition, deletion, expansion, or 

contraction of the variables as a result of our under­

standing through the mechanical model. 

Statistical models, too, are derivable from the 

propositions of a formal analytic theory. The articulation 
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here, however, is one of verification. The statistical 

model enables the investigator to retain or reject a 

hypothesis. The hypothesis is tested empirically if the 

values are assigned to the units employed in the hypothesis. 

In other words, the theoretical variables are measured in 

the phenomenal world by operational variables. The 

acceptance or rejection of the hypothesis rests in the 

differential between the theoretically predicted and the 

actual statistical value of the relational term as well as 

other statistical criteria in judging the significance of 

the relationship. The understanding generated through the 

statistical model enables the investigator to refine the 

analytic theory to more precisely approximate and make 

reliable predictions about the phenomenal world. 

It is striking to note the importance of statistical 

models for formal analytic theory. This rests in the fact 

that the relational term or interaction term (Dubin 1969: 

92) relating the theoretical variables ji£ directly a 

statistical term or can readily be translated into a 

mathematical term. This merely highlights the precision 

of the generalizations or predictions that can be made 

through statistical models. I do not intend to state that 

one model is "better" than the other, for the meaning of 

"better" is dependent on research goals and considerations. 

Instead, I wish only to emphasize the complementarity of 

the two models as well as the differences in the kind of 
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understandings and the differences in research strategies 

that are a consequence of the-type of model the researcher 

employs. 

Certainly, much of the efforts of social and 

cultural anthropology has been devoted to the construction 

of mechanical models. However, as anthropologists have 

increasingly turned their field investigations toward urban 

societies, it had become increasingly obvious that 

mechanical models of these societies are exceedingly 

difficult to construct. This is as much a result of the 

heterogeneity of the views that our informants present as 

it is due to the sheer complexity of the system itself. 

The resolution of this problem is usually to either investi­

gate a narrow theoretical problem and to exploit this 

heterogeneity by employing statistical models or to 

increase the homogeneity by studying smaller and smaller 

social units. 

In studying the phenomenon of age-grading in the 

United States, the former strategy was selected. Hence, 

such aspects of the research design as the selection of 

informants, the research instruments, and analytical 

procedures are shaped by this decision. Although the 

research design is intended for a statistical model of age-

grading, it does not necessarily preclude the presentation 

of mechanical models of age-grading. The richness and 

fullness of these mechanical models will be somewhat 
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abbreviated, however, because the necessity for large 

numbers restricted the individual informant contact time. 

Nevertheless, the complementarity of statistical and 

mechanical is stressed in the analysis of age-category 

systems. 

The Problem: A Generalized Statement 

Research that includes age as a major variable 

usually employs it as an independent variable and measures 

it in terms of years. Although age is employed in this 

manner here, it is the cultural elaboration of this 

biological base which is the dependent variable. In other 

words, it is the cognitive aspects of age which are the 

focus of this study. These include linguistic categories 

applied to segments of the life-cycle as well as the seg­

ments themselves. Also included are the cultural events— 

rites of passage—which define an individual's position in 

the age grade system. 

Cognitive studies have focused on the delineation 

of a unitary structure. Problems of variation are seldom 

accounted for or even asked (Tyler 1969). Although the 

examination of variation requires additional information, 

more likely it is the types of models involved which have 

restricted the examination of variation within the cognitive 

framework. These models are in essence mechanical models of 

a highly formal generative nature. Most certainly, points 
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of variation may be isolated using these models, but one is 

left with the question of "How often is it true?" Hence, 

problems involving variation usually are resolved through 

the use of statistical models. 

Variation in the cultural domain of age is the focus 

of our theory. The analysis of the variables, therefore, 

takes the form of a statistical model. Because of the 

relative paucity of research on the cognition of age, how­

ever, a mechanical presentation of the variables will 

accompany the statistical analysis as suggested above. The 

dependent variable we are concerned with is the segmental 

complexity of the age-category systems. 

Variance in the complexity within any category 

system whether it be an index, a typology, or a paradigm, 

has been a relatively unexplored issue in cognitive studies. 

Complexity, however, is one of the most obvious points of 

variation. This is especially true when examining an index 

based on increasing age such as age-grading. In exploring 

the issue of age-category complexity several hypotheses are 

made. 

It is first hypothesized that age is positively 

correlated with the complexity of age-category systems. 

This is based on the assumption that the longer an indi­

vidual is exposed to a phenomena the more he will know about 

it and the more distinctions he will be able to make. In 

this case the older a person is, the more he has experienced 
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by moving through or living in the American age-grade 

system. Hence, on the basis of this experience, there are 

more criteria upon which age-categories may be elaborated. 

Secondly, it is hypothesized that social rank is 

positively correlated with the complexity of age-category 

systems. Here, the reasoning is that education is usually 

positively correlated with social rank. Since education 

often results in increased vocabulary (linguistic facility 

and discriminations) as well as training in making dis­

tinctions, it would follow that middle and upper middle 

class people would have more complex age-category systems 

than their lower class counterparts. Also occupations 

differ between the lower and middle class. Among the lower 

class with blue collar jobs we assume that decisions are 

focused on things rather than people. The middle and upper 

middle classes who work in white collar, administrative, 

or management positions, we make the assumption that deci­

sions are concerned with people as well as things. Here, 

again, we would expect the complexity of the age-category 

system to increase as the social rank increased. 

With this brief statement of the meta-theoretical 

considerations and a general statement of the problem we now 

turn to the strategies of obtaining theoretically and 

methodologically suitable data from the phenomenal world. 

We must recall that the problem will dictate what portion 

of the world we are examining. The model we select in 
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analyzing that problem, however, will shape the decisions we 

make in obtaining the data. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

Theories, no matter how grand or limited, are only 

ideas of the investigator until they are measured against 

the phenomenal world. Data must be obtained and in the case 

of a statistical model, large quantities of data must be 

retrieved. When large quantities of data are involved, it 

is necessary to guarantee comparability by standardizing the 

methods of data collection and analysis. Although it is 

desirable to have explicit and standardized procedures when 

dealing with mechanical models, it is imperative when 

statistical models are involved. 

The data on age-grading in the United States were 

obtained in Lafayette and West Lafayette, Indiana, between 

September 1, 1971, and January 1, 1972. During this time 

eleven trained, part-time interviewers contacted and inter­

viewed selected informants in both these cities. In 

standardizing the data, an interview guide was used which 

included five sections of questions and two sections of 

sorting cards. These interviews had an average duration of 

40-50 minutes. At the completion of each interview the 

informant was given an envelope containing a small cash 

award. 

26 
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Lafayette and West Lafayette were selected as the 

location for the study on age-grading for several obvious 

reasons. First, these cities are reasonably representative 

of the Mid-Western portion of the United States. Although 

West Lafayette clearly is a college town, dominated by 

Purdue University, Lafayette is an industrial and re-

distributive center. Combined, these cities are the largest 

population cluster on the major transportation artery 

(Interstate 65) between the Chicago Metropolitan Area and 

Indianapolis. The size, too, is an ideal feature with 

Lafayette having 44,955 and West Lafayette having 19,157 in­

habitants. These cities also do not have the extreme con­

trasts between rich and poor that characterize the larger 

metropolitan areas in the United States. On the practical 

side, the scale of the physical boundaries, too, is ideal 

since the compactness of these adjacent cities considerably 

reduces transportation costs involved in data collection. 

Also the proximity of Purdue University with programs in 

Anthropology and Sociology facilitated the recruitment of 

qualified research assistants. These students as well as 

the author had previously established residence in the area 

which minimized field support costs. Hence, the majority of 

the financial support could go directly to the gathering of 

data rather than into field support which normally is a very 

large budgetary item in anthropological research. All this 

heightened the advantages of the Lafayette-West Lafayette 
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Standard Metropolitan Area as a location in which to conduct 

such a study. 

Selecting the Informants 

Since there is no list of adult males and females 

over the age of 18 residing within the city boundaries of 

Lafayette and West Lafayette, Indiana, it was necessary to 

devise a sampling procedure that would randomize the selec­

tion of informants while, at the same time, produce as 

representative a sample as possible of the population. To 

accomplish this a multi-phase or multi-step sampling pro­

cedure was employed. First city blocks were sampled; house­

holds within those blocks were selected; and finally, indi­

viduals within those households were selected. A map of the 

street-grid system of Lafayette and West Lafayette was drawn 

and the blocks given a consecutive number (0001-1095) on the 

basis of the information contained in four maps (Lafayette 

Engineering Department 1966, Tippecanoe County Area Plan 

Department 1967, U. S. Bureau of the Census 1966; West 

Lafayette Engineering Department 1970). Households were 

identified on the basis of the information contained in the 

Street and Avenue Guide of the City Directory (R.K. Polk 

Company 1970) for the City of Lafayette and West Lafayette. 

The procedural rules were as follows: 



Selecting the blocks: 

a. Using a random number table, draw a number 

between 0001 and 1095. Once a number has been 

drawn it cannot be used again. 

b. Locate the numbered block on the map drawn for 

the purpose of sampling. 

c. Record the intersecting streets. 

Selecting the households: 

a. Using the street and avenue guide of the City 

Directory, count and number consecutively the 

households in that block starting at the north­

west corner in a clockwise fashion. If the 

block is not square, selecte as the starting 

point the intersection of the streets nearest 

to the northwest as possible. 

b. Since the addresses on both sides of the street 

are listed in the City Directory, the following 

rules are used to decide on which side of the 

street the household is located. Lafayette: 

west and north sides are even numbered; east and 

south sides are odd numbered. West Lafayette: 

east and north sides are even numbered; west 

and north sides are odd numbered. 

c. Select the households by using the random number 

table, taking the first numbers encountered 

between 01 and n. 
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c. For every 10 households sample one for an inter­

view. If a block has 10 or less households, 

sample only one. If it has between 11-20, 

sample two; between 21-30, sample three, and so 

forth. 

e. Record the name, address, and if present the 

phone number of the corresponding household on 

a 3 x 5 card. 

Since households can contain a range of people over 

the age of 18 and only one person in a household was to be 

interviewed, it was necessary to have a procedure whereby 

the selection of that person was randomized. In constructing 

the sample we made the assumption that most American house­

holds were neolocal and consisted of a single nuclear 

family. Hence, there normally will be two individuals (a 

male and a female) over the age of 18 in most multi-

individual households. If there are more, they are semi-

dependent children or dependent parents. Hence, we can tell 

the following from the entry in the City Directory: 

1. The household will have only female occupants when: 

a. a female name appears in the entry, or 

b. a "Mrs." prefaces a male name. 

2. When a male name appears both sexes may be present, 

or only the male. 

In the first case no decision was necessary; interview the 

female. In the second case, a female might be present and 
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it was necessary to insure her an equal opportunity of being 

selected. Thus, in the case of the male name, reference was 

made again to a table of random numbers. If the number was 

even we selected the male, if it was odd we selected the 

female. This information was then added to the 3x5 card 

and the informant was ready to be contacted. 

Substitutions 

Since it is the residential unit that was being 

sampled, substitutions were allowed as long as they con­

formed to the following rules: 

1. If an informant has moved, try to find out if he 

still is in the local area. 

a. If he is, try to contact him and schedule an 

interview rather than substitute. 

b. If his move was long-distance or if it is 

impossible to trace him, try to substitute the 

person in the original residential unit that was 

selected and of the same sex as the original 

informant (unless it is a single-sex household). 

2. Do not substitute a person of the opposite sex from 

the selected person in the residential unit, unless 

it turns out to be a single sex household. 

3. Do not substitute residential units for those 

selected, unless the informant has moved as sug­

gested in rule #1. 
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4. If death has occurred recently, do not try a 

substitution. 

Contacting the Informants 

Originally a two phase procedure was planned which 

was roughly analogous to that employed by the U. S. Bureau 

of the Census. The initial contact involved an explanation 

of the project and its goals, obtaining the permission of 

the informant, and the scheduling of the interview. This 

was to have been accomplished on the telephone. Following 

this initial contact questionnaires were to be mailed to the 

informants to be completed before the schedules interviews. 

At the time of the interview, the questionnaire was to be 

collected, checked, and the informant fee presented. 

However, "dry runs" proved conclusively that the 

telephone was not our most efficient instrument. The sample 

attrition through rejections was simply too great. Un­

fortunately in our society the telephone has been overused 

by salesmen and commercial firms as an advertising strategy. 

Americans have adapted to this by simply "tuning out" any 

stranger who might call. This, combined with the imper­

sonality of the telephone, led too many of our prospective 

informants to reject their opportunity to participate in the 

research on age-grading. 

Following this initial frustration and the appearance 

of a favorable article on the research in the local paper, 
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The Lafayette Journal and Courier (see Appendix A), the 

contact strategy was completely revised. Letters with 

xeroxed copies of the newspaper article were sent (Appendix 

A and B). After sufficient time had elapsed for the receipt 

of the letter, the informant was contacted in person, 

questions answered, and an interview scheduled to the in­

formant' s convenience. This strategy produced much more 

favorable reactions on the part of informants and the re­

search assistants as well as myself. The only drawback to 

this technique was that it increased the amount of time the 

interviewer had invested in each interview even before 

contact was made, since often people were not at home. With 

several trips being made for each interview, transportation 

costs increased which had the net effect of reducing the 

funds for interviews and interviewing. Hence, the sample 

size was reduced as a consequence of increased costs and 

time involved. Nevertheless, the questionnaire and the 

short interview were merged into a slightly longer interview. 

At the conclusion of the interview the informant was given 

his cash award which contained the brief note found in 

Appendix G. He was asked if he would be interesting in 

receiving a copy of the preliminary report . (Appendix H) and 

his response was noted on the interview guide. 
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The Representativeness of the Sample 

Four hundred households were sampled in Lafayette-

West Lafayette. Four hundred households were contacted in 

Lafayette-West Lafayette. From this 242 acceptable inter­

views were completed. Is the resulting sample a repre­

sentative sample? The issue is raised primarily because 

most measures of association involve the assumption of a 

representative sample. (For an excellent discussion of this 

issue see Herschi and Selvin 1967, Chapter 14, pp. 235-256.) 

An examination of the marginals in Table 1 indicates that 

the sample population is. not truly representative of the 

larger population whose parameters are known via the U. S. 

Census statistics. First, the youngest age-group (18-24) is 

clearly under-represented while the second age-group (25-44) 

is over-represented. This is especially true for females. 

The older age groups are roughly similar to the larger 

population in their distribution. 

In comparing the distribution of males and females 

by age-group (Table 2), the greatest similarity again is 

found in the oldest age-group (65+). Females are over-

represented in the two middle age-groups (25-44 and 45-64). 

with the males consequently being under-represented. The 

case is slightly reversed in the youngest age-group. An 

examination of the percentage distribution of age-groups by 

sex (Table 3) again indicates that it is the youngest age-

group (18-24) which is the most under-represented while the 



Table 1. The Comparison of the Sample with the Total Population: The Total Per­
centage Distribution of the Population and Sample by Age and Sex 

1970 U.S. Census Figures on the 
Population of Lafayette and Sample Population of Lafayette 

West Lafayette, Indiana and West Lafayette, Indiana 

Age 
Group Males Females 

Age 
Group Males Females 

18-24 15.4% 
(6,827) 

12.1% 
(5,303) 

27.5% 
(12,130) 

18-24 10.3% 
(25) 

6.6% 
(16) 

16.9% 
(41) 

25-44 17.8% 
(7,841) 

17.1% 
(7,498) 

34.7% 
(15,339) 

25-44 19.4% 
(47) 

24.0% 
(58) 

43.4% 
(105) 

45-64 11.9% 
(5,282) 

13.3% 
(5,899) 

25.2% 
(11,181) 

45-64 10.3% 
(25) 

16.9% 
(41) 

27.3% 
(66) 

65 + 4.6% 
(2,027) 

7.9% 
(3,470) 

12.5% 
(5,497) 

65 + 4.1% 
(10) 

8.3% 
(20) 

12.4% 
(30) 

49.8% 
(21,977) 

50.2% 
(22,170) 

100.0% 
(44,147) 

44.2% 
(107) 

55.8% 
(135) 

100.0% 
(242) 



Table 2. The Comparison of the Sample with the Total Population: The Percentage 
Distribution of Males and Females by Age Group 

1970 U.S. Census Figures on the 
Population of Lafayette and Sample Population of Lafayette 

West Lafayette, Indiana and West Lafayette, Indiana 

Age 
Group Males Females 

Age 
Group Males Females 

18-24 56. 2% 
(6,827) 

43.8% 
(5,303) 

100% 
(12,130) 

18-24 61.0% 
(25) 

39.0% 
(16) 

100% 
(41) 

25-44 51.7% 
(7,841) 

48.3% 
(7,498) 

100% 
(15,339) 

25-44 44.8% 
(47) 

55.2% 
(58) 

100% 
(105) 

45-64 471 2% 
(5,282) 

52.8% 
(5,899) 

100% 
(11,181) 

45-64 37.9% 
(25) 

62.1% 
(41) 

100% 
(66) 

65 + -36.8% 
(2,027) 

63.2% 
(3,470) 

100% 
(5,497) 

65 + 33.3% 
(10) 

66.7% 
(20) 

100% 
(30) 



Table 3. The Comparison of the Sample with the Total Population: The Percentage 
Distribution of Age Groups by Sex 

1970 U.S. Census Figures on the 
Population of Lafayette and Sample Population of Lafayette 

West Lafayette, Indiana and West Lafayette, Indiana 

Age 
Group Males Females 

Age 
Group Males Females 

18-24 31.1% 23.9% 18-24 23.4% 11.9% 
(6,827) (5,303) (25) (16) 

25-44 35.4% 33.8% 25-44 43.9% 43.0% 
(7,841) (7,498) (47) (58) 

45-64 ' 24.5% 26.6% 45-64 23.4% 30.4% 
(5,282) (5,899) (25) (41) 

65 + 9.0% 15.7% 65 + 9. 3% 14.8% 
(2,027) (3,470) (10) (20) 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
(21,977) (22,170) (107) (135) 

w 
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25-44 age-group is the most over-represented. Within these 

groups it is the females that are the most under- and over-

represented, respectively. In the 45-64 age-group females 

are slightly over-represented while in the oldest group the 

distribution is roughly representative. 

In statistically examining the question of the repre-

2 sentativeness of the sample the X test is applied to the 

sample. Since the parameters of the larger population are 

known, the expected sample is computed on the basis of the 

relative frequencies of the reported age and sex character­

istics. For the comparison of the actual and expected sample 

2 of 242 see Table 4. From this table the x test is applied 

to the total sample and to portions of the sample (i.e., age 

levels and sex). Since we are examining the representative­

ness, we assume that if we cannot reject the null hypothesis 

at a certain level, then the sample or the portion of the 

sample will be representative. In other words, if the 

differences between the observed and expected are small, 

then the respresentativeness is greater. Where the differ-

2 ences are small, the x statistic is correspondingly small 

and consequently the null hypothesis is accepted. In being 

somewhat conservative we set the level for the acceptance 

of the null hypothesis and hence the representativeness of 

the sample where P = .90. An examination of Table 5 

indicates that the only portion of the sample that is 

statistically representative is the age-group over 65. We 



Table 4. Differences Between the Actual Sample of 242 and the Expected Sample of 
242 Projected on the Basis of 1970 Census Figures for Lafayette and West 
Lafayette, Indiana 

Age 
Group 

Actual Sample Expected Sample Difference 
Age 

Group Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 

18-24 25 16 41 37 29 66 -12 -13 -25 

25-44 47 58 105 43 42 85 +4 +16 +20 

45-64 25 41 66 29 32 61 -4 +9 +5 

65 + 10 20 30 11 19 30 -1 +1 — 

Total 107' 135 242 120 122 242 -13 +13 
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Table 5. Representativeness of the Sample as Expressed 
Through the Chi Square Test 

x2  DF Probability Representativea 

Total Sample 19.40 3 < .001 No 

Sex 1. 385 1 < .30 No 

Age: 

18-24 9.484 1 < .01 No 

25-44 4.  706 1 < .05 No 

45-64 .409 1 < .70 No 

65 + .000 1 = 1.00 Yes 

aNote: Since we are examining the issue of repre­
sentativeness we shall assume the less the difference 
between the observed and expected frequencies, the greater 
the representativeness. Therefore the level of acceptance 
will be P = .95. In other words, if the Null Hypothesis is 
accepted, the sample or that portion of the sample is 
considered to be representative. 
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can also note that there is a slight tendency for the 

difference between the observed and the expected to decrease 

as the age of the age-group increases. Hence, the repre­

sentativeness of the age-groups increases in the older 

ranges. 

The sampling design outlined above was generated and 

selected as the most efficient means of obtaining a repre­

sentative sample. Since the resulting sample leaves some­

thing to be desired on this issue, we must raise the question 

of possible sources of bias. Presumably, had everyone who 

had been drawn in the sample, also had consented to an 

interview, the sample would be reasonably representative. 

Unfortunately, not everyone consented to an interview. This 

immediately introduces biases into the sample and reduces 

the randomness of the sample. Table 6 summarizes the 

attrition from the initial sample drawn and those individuals 

actually interviewed. The comparison of acceptance and 

rejection among those individuals contacted renders a re­

jection rate of 31.4% which is uncomfortably high. This 

simply means that the interviewed sample is biased as a 

result of people's decisions regarding participation in the 

research. This is further accentuated by those individuals 

who were not contacted, who had died, or who we disqualified. 

Unfortunately it is difficult to discern the 

direction of this bias unless we assume that a very low 

rejection rate would have resulted in a representative 
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Table 6. The Attrition of the Original Sample Following 
Contact 

Original Sample Drawn 400 

Individuals Contacted 361 

Individuals Interviewed: 

Acceptable Interviews 242 
Unacceptable Interviews 2 

Total 244 244 

Individuals Refusing: 

Direct Refusal 63 
Telephone Refusal 6 
Medical Refusal 15 
Informant moved and no substitu­

tion tried or substituted 
refused 

Informant unavailable, out of 
town, or on vacation 

Total 

Individuals Not Contacted 

Sampling Unit Vacant 
Sampling Unit Not Located 
No Contact Established 
Informant Deceased 
Informant Disqualified for 

Cultural or Physical Reasons 

Total 

25 

8 

117 117 

11 
6 

11 
7 

39 

39 39 

Total 400 
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sample. Initially an attempt was made to record certain 

data on refusals. The data recorded, however, is too scanty 

to be useful. It became quite apparent that once experience 

was gained in the interview situation, one could easily 

misjudge a person's age by as much as 20 years as a result 

of cultural symbols. Also the psychological impact of a 

rejection combined with the lack of any positive rewards in 

the rejection situation, resulted in the interviewer 

neglecting to record this information until it was for­

gotten. Consequently it is virtually impossible to know 

which age-groups were not participating in the study. 

In rectifying this situation, we made the assumption 

that if everyone who was selected had also been interviewed, 

we then would have a representative sample of the popula­

tion. If this were true, we can then project the number of 

informants in each age-group that would appear in a sample 

of 400. In Table 7 the predicted age/sex distribution is 

compared with the actual sample age/sex distribution. Since 

the rejection rate was as high as it was, all differences 

in the actual sample are less than the projected sample. 

The older males (65+) and the females over 25 are the least 

different than the projected sample. The middle aged males 

(25-44 and 45-64) are somewhat greater in difference from 

the projected sample. Both sexes of the youngest age-group 

(18-24) are the greatest in differences from the projected 

sample. Thus, it would seem that those who rejected us the 



Table 7. Differences Between the Projected Sample of Four Hundred and the Actual 
Sample of Two Hundred and Forty-Two 

Projected Sample Actual Sample 
of 400 of 242 Difference 

Age 
Group Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 

18-24 . 62 48 110 25 16 41 -37 -32 -69 

25-44 71 68 139 47 58 105 -24 -10 -34 

45-64 48 53 101 25 41 66 -23 -12 -35 

65 + 18 32 50 10 20 30 -8 -12 -20 

Total 199 201 400 107 135 242 -92 -66 -158 
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most or with whom we failed to establish contact were the 

young followed by the middle aged males and then the middle 

aged females and the older age-group. 

This is true only if the assumption is true. The 

assumption, however, may not be true. The sampling design 

resulted in an over-sampling of females, particularly those 

females in the older age brackets. This is a consequence of 

being able to identify the lone-female household through the 

City Directory. For practical reasons, the procedure of 

randomizing the selection of the sex of the informant was 

not applied here, thus increasing the chance of females 

appearing in the sample. This bias further decreases our 

ability to detect what age-groups were either under-selected 

in the first place, or rejected the study when contacted. 

In making our interpretations even more complex, interaction 

between the informant and the interviewer may be another 

significant factor. Although male interviewers did less of 

the interviewing, proportionately they had a much higher 

rejection rate. In examining the scant data on rejections 

it appears as though the old were over-selected and rejected 

us the most, while the young were under-selected and turned 

out to be the most cooperative age-group. 

Thus there were biases in the sample, biases that 

resulted from a differential rejection rate among the age-

groups and even in some cases resulting from the inter­

viewer's contact. This means that the sample is not as 
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representative of the larger population as we would like. 

Consequently, we must treat the statistical analysis of the 

data with appropriate caution. Not only must we treat the 

statistics with care, but we find that we cannot meet the 

assumptions necessary for tests of significance. These are 

concerned with the issues of (1) the randomness of the 

sample and (2) if there are any sources of error in the 

sample these also should be random. Although the sampling 

procedure was intended to secure a random, representative 

sample of Lafayette-West Lafayette, we know the errors 

involved are indeed not random. 

The Variables and Their Measurement 

The units of analysis are fundamentally of two types. 

The first is concerned with the sociological attributes of 

the informant. The second type deals with the cultural or 

symbolic aspect of age-grading. We shall consider the first 

class of variables to be the independent variables in our 

examination of variation in the age-grade variables. The 

instruments for measuring these variables as well as others 

not encompassed by this dissertation are to be found in 

Appendix D, The Interview Guide; Appendix F, The Hypo­

thetical People Card Deck; and Appendix F, The Age Symbol 

Card Deck. 

The sociological attributes of the informant are 

measured in a fairly direct fashion, through questions on the 
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Interview Guide. Age, for example, is measured through 

question 2, Part II, Section D, of the Interview Guide. 

Education is measured in terms of the number of years the 

informant stated he had completed in the formal education 

system, Part II, Section D, Item 3 of the Interview Guide. 

Marital status and number of children were measured directly 

through questions 4 and 6 respectively in Part II, Section D 

of the Interview Guide. The ages of each child were re­

corded. The age of the youngest and the oldest were coded 

onto computer cards. The arithmetic mean was then computed 

for the children of the informant and appropriately coded. 

This variable, the mean age of children is employed when 

examining the age of an informant's offspring. 

The remaining independent variables are somewhat 

more complex in their measurement. Social rank is measured 

through occupational criteria. The items used to obtain 

this are in Part II, Section C, Items 2 or 3 of the Inter­

view Guide depending upon the response to Item 1 of that 

section. The occupation is scored using the United States 

1960 Census Socioeconomic Status Scores (U. S. Bureau of the 

Census 1963). This scale ranks 297 occupational categories 

on a scale of 1-99. This scale is then used to rank the 

occupations. This ranking is either used in its raw form 

or lumped into low, middle, or high levels of social rank. 

Self identification of age-grade is measured 

directly in Part II, Section E, Item 1 of the Interview 
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Guide. However, this is a little more complex than it might 

appear. In this question the informant is asked to place 

himself with reference to the classificatory scheme he has 

generated in Part I, Section A of the Interview Guide. As 

is discussed in more detail below, this involves the in­

formant in creating a number of ranked life-cycle segments 

or age-categories through sorting and grouping the cards 

found in Appendix E. This is his reference point in 

associating himself with an age-grade. In order to resolve 

the issue of comparability, standardized age-grades were 

superimposed upon the informant's unique scheme (see 

discussion below). 

Age-grade refers to the chronological age-grade of 

the informant. This too is relative to the classificatory 

scheme the informant had generated in Part I, Section A of 

the Interview Guide. Here, the age of the informant is 

placed against the age the informant has associated with 

his respective life-cycle segments or groupings of cards. 

With the informant's age-grade being relative to his own 

personal scheme it is also necessary to standardize this 

variable. For the purposes of the informant's standardized 

age-grade he was classified as being young, young/middle, 

old/middle, or old. 

The consistency of age-grade was measured relative 

to the informant's own scheme. If his self-identification 

of age-grade and his chronological age-grade were within the 
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same age-category or life-cycle segment, then the informant 

was scored as being consistent. If not, the informant was 

scored inconsistent depending upon the direction of the 

inconsistency (older or younger). 

In turning to the second class of variables, those 

concerned with the cultural or symbolic aspects of age, the 

issues of measurement become more complex. By examining age 

as a cultural category, we are referring to the lexical or 

linguistic distinctions Americans use in discriminating age. 

But more is involved than the listing of age-categories. 

Since language is but one avenue to the "discovery" of 

socio-cultural units (in this case age-grades), it is 

necessary to elicit the criteria which Americans use to 

classify people into one category or another. Thus, the 

goal is to elicit age-categories as well as the criterial 

attributes of those categories. Also another principle goal 

of this endeavor is to define the American age-grade system 

as Americans see it. Hence, it is not assumed that the 

investigator's age categories or those categories to be 

found in the literature are necessarily the categories used 

by any one informant or group of informants. Also given 

the temporal limitations of the interview situation, it was 

necessary to develop an instrument which involved a minimum 

in informant training. At the same time, the instrument was 

designed to involve the informant intellectually in thinking 
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about age as a cultural phenomenon without biasing his 

interpretation of it. 

With these issues in mind, an instrument was 

developed which consists of a deck of 34 cards. Each card 

contained a generalized description of a hypothetical 

person. The information on each card contained a minimum of 

four out of six possible variables: sex, educational status, 

career or occupational status, marital status, status of 

children, and the residential pattern. If we were to exhaust 

all the logical possibilities in combining these variables 

to create the generalized descriptions, our informants would 

probably be mentally exhausted after making their discrimina­

tions. Obviously, not all of the logical combinations were 

exploited. The variables used and the resulting cards are 

to be found in Appendix E. Instructions for the use of 

these cards as well as the questions asked about the result­

ing groupings and the recording of the data are to be found 

in Part I, Section A of the Interview Guide in Appendix D. 

Although a methodology in which the culturally 

significant criteria of age grading would be generated by 

the informants from their existing social matrix is neces­

sary in cognitive studies (Conklin 1964), practical method­

ological as well as theoretical considerations negated this. 

These issues were the standardization for statistical 

analysis and the temporal and economic efficiency with 

respect to informants and data collection. The goal of 
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avoiding a priori age categories was maintained (Goodenough 

1956, Leach 1961). However, the criterial attributes 

printed on the cards were a priori. This was done because 

(1) the criteria had to be circumscribed for statistical 

treatment, and (2) the instrument had to be efficient with 

respect to the intellectual and temporal involvement of the 

informants in the research. This latter point is under­

scored by our observations that the domain of age is not one 

that is highly standardized, nor is it one about which 

Americans are prone to dwell upon. An initial attempt was 

made to develop an eliciting frame. However, informal 

pretesting on a small, nonrandom sample proved to be method­

ologically and theoretically unproductive and potentially 

economically disastrous. Thus, the criterial attributes are 

not pristine emic criteria. Since the data gathering instru­

ment to a large extent may shape the conclusions, this may 

be a source of bias. Interestingly, no informant raised any 

objections to the contents of the cards and above all the 

criteria used were congruent with the structural view of age 

grading as a product of the sequential occupation of status 

positions. 

This instrument proved to be ideal given the goals 

we deemed desirable. First, the variables contained on the 

cards standardized the criteria along which the informants 

could make their distinctions. This resolved the issue of 

comparability. The informants became intellectually 



involved in thinking about age-grading as they made their 

decisions concerning what makes people similar or different 

with respect to cultural age. Also the instructions were 

simple enough and readily understandable by the majority of 

informants that a minimal amount of time was invested in 

training the informant. With this instrument the sources of 

bias were at a minimum since the informant worked on his own. 

The only time bias became an issue was when the informant 

could not read and the interviewer would read the cards to 

the informant and group them according to the informant's 

instructions. It became quite apparent in the course of 

interviewing that age is not one of those cultural domains 

that Americans are prone to ponder upon. Nevertheless it 

is an important and real domain. One of our informants 

stated it as "I never realized I classified people that way, 

but I really do. I learned something about myself." 

The complexity of the American age-category system 

is the primary dependent variable with which we are con­

cerned. Complexity is measured in two related, but somewhat 

different fashions. The first, which we choose to call 

"segmental complexity," involves the sheer number of 

groupings or piles of cards the informant generates. The 

fewer the number, the simpler the system and vice versa. 

This variable of segmental complexity is further examined 

within the standardized divisions in the life-cycle (see 

below for a discussion of the process of standardization. ) 
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The problem of standardizing the life-cycle segments 

presents an even more complicated issue for measurement. 

Each informant had generated his own age-category system 

which often had unique features rendering comparison and 

comparability difficult. In resolving this issue the 

standardized categories, of "young," "middle," and "old" 

were superimposed upon the informant's category system. 

This was accomplished through an examination of the terms 

the informant had used to describe his groupings of cards or 

his breaks in the adult life-cycle. Initially it might seem 

that this would be difficult because of potential ambi­

guities contained in the terms. Actually this was not the 

case at all. With few exceptions, the terms were not 

ambiguous. Clear linguistic markers were present associating 

them in a position in the age-rank system. Only a few terms 

such as "adult" were sufficiently general and lacking the 

adequate markers for a clear cut placement in a standardized 

system. 

These variables were carefully coded and punched 

onto computer cards. It is the interrelations between 

these variables that is the focus of the computer-aided 

analysis. 

Analytic Procedures 

Following the coding and transferal of the data from 

the interview guides to IBM computer cards, data analysis 
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proceeded. A CDC-6500 computer was used in analyzing the 

relationships between the variables. Among the wide 

selection of programs available The Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS) (Nie, Bent, and Hull 1970) was 

selected. This was chosen on the criteria of the flexibility 

within the program for data manipulation, the format of the 

control cards, and the wide variety of sub-programs contained 

within SPSS. 

Initially, simple crosstabulation of the variables 

followed by a correlational analysis of the data had been 

planned in interpreting the relationships between the 

variables in verifying or rejecting the hypothesis. However, 

it became quite clear that the variables we are concerned 

with are not related linearly. In order to further examine 

these relationships it is necessary to shift the type of 

analytic procedure. The statistical analysis employed here 

is known as "Dummy Variable" analysis or Zero-one Variable 

analysis. 

Dummy variable analysis may be regarded as a special 

case of regression analysis. It enables the investigator to 

use a combination of interval and nominal scales within the 

regression format. Blalock has referred to a "dummy 

variable" as one to which the "simple scores of 1 and 0 have 

been arbitrarily assigned" (Blalock 1970: 499). These are 

nominal variables to which the value of 1 is assigned if the 

attribute is present and the value of 0 if the attribute is 



absent. This is done for all but one category of the 

nominal scale. It is necessary to omit one of the 

categories of the dummy variable since it is a perfect 

linear function of the other categories of the variable and 

hence introduces a constant into the equation. "In 

practice, then, if we form the habit of always 'suppressing1 

one category of each nominal scale, we shall be in a position 

to apply ordinary least squares under the usual assumptions. 

It will turn out that the suppressed category will form the 

basis of comparison with the remaining categories" (Blalock 

1970: 499). In this way the coefficients (b) can be inter­

preted as the difference in the intercepts of a particular 

category of the nominal scale and the omitted category. 

This is the type of analysis employed in inter­

preting the data on the symbolic or cultural aspects of 

age-grading. The independent variables (either nominal, 

ordinal, or interval) were transformed into Zero-one 

variables through the data modification options of the SPSS 

program. The multiple regression program was then used to 

obtain the regression coefficients. 



CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF THE COMPLEXITY OF ADULT 
LIFE-CYCLE SEGMENTS 

This chapter presents the actual regression co­

efficients and the tables of differences in segmental 

complexity of the adult life-cycle as computed from the co­

efficients. Tests of statistical significance are not 

applied because of difficulties in meeting the necessary 

assumptions. First, as we previously discussed, the cluster 

sampling design not only resulted in a non-representative 

sample, but it is possible to discern probable, if not 

definite, sources of error. Thus, it is impossible to make 

the necessary assumption that sampling errors are also 

random. This, combined with the issues of sample size and 

the low values of R-square, makes tests of significance 

statistically and theoretically unjustified. 

Segmental Complexity 

Initially we contended that the complexity in seg­

ments of the adult life-cycle could be explained through two 

independent variables: age and social rank. The resulting 

hypo thes es are: 

1. Age is positively correlated with life-cycle 

complexity. 

56 
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2. Social rank is positively correlated with life-cycle 

complexity. 

In both these hypotheses it is argued that experience and 

distinctions required by that experience will shape the 

perception of the age-grade system. Regarding the first 

hypothesis, it follows that the older a person is, the more 

he has experienced the age-grade system and, hence, the more 

criteria and the finer distinctions a person may make in his 

perception of the age-grade system. Similarly, it is 

reasoned that differences in life-cycle patterns will result 

in differing perceptions of the age-grade system. The 

stable working class pattern of relatively early assumption 

of adulthood following the secondary educational experience, 

by entering occupation positions, marriage, and parenthood 

will result in a telescoping of the age-segments and a 

simplification of the age-grade system. The white collar 

pattern, on the other hand, with prolonged adolescence 

resulting from higher educational requirements for the 

entrance into occupational positions will result in a more 

gradual transition to adulthood and in greater complexity in 

the perception of the age-grade system. 

The initial phases of analysis, however, indicated 

that the relationship between the variables is non-linear. 

Consequently we could not accept the hypotheses as they were 

first phrased. We then re-phrased the hypothesis in testing 

for differences in life-cycle complexity within a level of 
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an age or a stratification variable. The revised hypotheses 

are as follows: 

1. Age will result in positive differences in life-

cycle segmental complexity. 

2. Social rank will result in positive differences in 

life-cycle segmental complexity. 

Both of these hypotheses tend to be supported, although not 

conclusively. 

Tables 8 through 11 present the four simplest regres­

sion equations which were made. In each of these tables 

four separate regressions were made employing four distinct 

dependent variables. The first regression on each table 

involves the total number of adult life-cycle segments; the 

second involves the number of segments classified as young; 

the third involves those segments classified as middle; and 

the fourth involves those segments classed as old. The 

tables are arranged in this fashion to facilitate compari­

sons of the total number of segments with segments at 

differing portions of the life-cycle. The regressions in 

Table 8 included all the age-related variables as well as 

other independent variables. In Tables 9 through 11 there 

is only one age-related variable included with the other 

independent variables. Table 12 contains the regressions 

of the most significant independent variables with no other 

independent variables in the equations. None of these 

equations contain any interaction terms or any attempt to 
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Table 8. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With All Age-Related 
Variables in the Regression Equation 

Variable 

Total Number 
of Segments 

B 

Young 
Segments 

B 

Middle 
Segments 

B 

Older 
Segments 

B 

Constant Term: 

Age: 
18-30 years 
31-45 years 
46-65 years 
65 + years 

Sex: 
Male 
Female 

Education: 
0-8 years 
9-11 years 
12 years 
13-15 years 
15 + years 

Marital Status: 
Single 
Married 
Formerly 
Married 

5.44 

.33 

.94 
-.44 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.16 

-.59 
-.79 
-.58 
-.47 

(omitted) 

-.01 
.47 

(omitted) 

1.58 

.09 

.53 
-.47 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.03 

-.36 
-.11 
-.14 
-.13 

(omitted) 

. 2 6  

. 28  

2.24 

.69 

.95 

. 32 
(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.12 

-.05 
-.44 
- . 2 0  
-.21 

(omitted) 

- .  28 
.  .06 

1.47 

-.59 
-.44 
-.27 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
.04 

-.11 
-.09 
-.13 
-.13 

(omitted) 

.05 

.17 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

Number of Children: 
None 
1-2 
over 2 

(omitted) 
- . 88  
-.48 

(omitted) 
-.27 

. 00  

(omitted) 
- . 2 8  
-.05 

(omitted) 
-.21 
-.30 

Age of Children: 
Under 5 years (omitted) 
6-14 years .21 
15-18 years -.21 
19-30 years .27 
over 30 years . 56 

Social Rank: 
Low 
Middle 
High 

-.13 
.00  

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.07 
-.12 
.29 
.29 

-.13 
.07 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
- . 2 2  
-.19 
-. 32 
-.09 

.05 
- . 0 6  

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
. 2 2  
. 2 2  
.13 
.27 

.11 
- . 0 0  

(omitted) 
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Total Number Young Middle Older 
of Segments Segments Segments Segments 

Variable B B B B 

Self-ID Age-Grade: 
Young 
Middle Age 
Old 

Consistency: 
Consistent 
Inconsistent-
older 

Inconsistent-
younger 

Age-Grade: 
Younger 
Young-Middle 
Old-Middle 
Old 

-.09 
-.14 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 

.79 

30 

-. 52 
-.92 
-.41 

(omitted) 

.53 

.13 
(omitted) 

.38 

. 08  

-. 30 
- . 2 8  
.27 

(omitted) 

-.29 
.05 

(omitted) 

- . 2 8  
-.10 

(omitted) 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

. 38 

.17 

-.41 
- . 6 6  
- . 2 8  

(omitted) 

.04 

-.09 

.41 

.11 
-.34 

(omitted) 

R Sguare is .14 .17 .11 .14 
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Table 9. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Chronological 
Age as the Only Age-Related Variable in the 
Regression Equation 

Variable 

Total Number 
of Segments 

B 

Young 
Segments 

B 

Middle 
Segments 

B 

Older 
Segments 

B 

Constant Term: 5.27 1.77 2.15 1.31 

18-30 years 
31-45 years 
46-64 years 
65 + years 

Sex: 
Male 
Female 

Education: 
0-8 years 
9-11 years 
12 years 
13-15 years 
15 + years 

-.18 
.19 
-.69 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.14 

-.52 
- . 8 6  
-.63 
-.47 

(omitted) 

-.12 
.19 
-.42 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
.03 

-.39 
-.12 
-.15 
-.12 

(omitted) 

.07 

.27 

.07 
(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.13 

-.01 
-.46 
- . 2 2  
-.18 

(omitted) 

-.21 
-.23 
-.40 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
.01 

-.07 
-.13 
-.15 
-.18 

(omitted) 

Marital Status: 
Single 
Married 
Formerly 

Married 

-.17 
.45 

(omitted) 

Number of Children: 
None (omitted) 
1-2 -1.01 
over 2 -.58 

.40 

.31 
-.41 

.06 
- . 0 8  
-.14 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 
-.26 -.36 -.24 
-.02 -.09 -.32 

Age of Children: 
Under 5 years (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 
6-14 years .13 -.10 -.30 .21 
15-18 years -.25 -.16 -.21 .20 
19-30 years .33 .29 -.29 .12 
over 30 years .95 .40 .17 .33 
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Table 9.—Continued 

Total Number 
of Segments 

Young 
Segments 

Middle 
Segments 

Older 
Segments 

Variable B B B B 

Social Rank: 
Low 
Middle 
High 

-.19 
-.08 

(omitted) 

-.16 
.08 

(omitted) 

.02 
-.10 

(omitted) 

.11 
-.04 

(omitted) 

R Square is .10 .10 .07 .09 
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Table 10. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Age-Grade as 
the Only Age-Related Variable in the Regression 
Equation 

Variable 

Total Number 
of Segments 

B 

Young 
Segments 

B 

Middle 
Segments 

B 

Older 
Segments 

B 

Constant Term: 5. 34 1.65 2.13 1.49 

Sex: 
Male 
Female 

Education: 
0-8 years 
9-11 years 
12 years 
13-15 years 
15 + years 

Marital Status: 
Single 
Married 
Formerly 

Married 

(omitted) 
-.09 

-.52 
-.75 
-. 57 
-.39 

(omitted) 

.00 
.50 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
. 06  

-.30 
-.07 
-.11 
-.03 

(omitted) 

.45 

.30 

(omitted) 
-.12 

- . 0 8  
-.42 
- . 2 0  
-.17 

(omitted) 

-.34 
.09 

(omitted) 
.04 

- . 0 6  
-.12 
-.15 
- . 2 0  

(omitted) 

-.05 
.15 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

Number of Children: 
None 
1-2 

over 2 

(omitted) 
-.89 
-.46 

Age of Children: 
Under 5 years (omitted) 
6-14 years 
15-18 years 
19-30 years 
over 30 years 

.27 
-.09 
. 2 6  
.45 

Social Rank: 
Low 
Middle 
High 

-.17 
.02 

{omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.18 
.05 

(omitted) 
- . 0 2  
-.10 
.16 
.14 

- -.17 
.12 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.32 
-.07 

(omitted) 
-.18 
-.07 
-.23 
.11 

.02 
- . 0 6  

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
- . 2 2  
-.29 

(omitted) 
.18 
.18 
.11 
.15 

.12 
- . 0 2  

(omitted) 
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Table 10.—Continued 

Variable 

Total Number 
of Segments 

Young 
Segments 

Middle 
Segments 

Older 
Segments 

Variable B B B B 

Consistency: 
Consistent (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 
Inconsistent- -

older .80 .44 . 30 .03 
Inconsistent-

younger .33 .17 . 25 .01 

Age-Grade: 
Younger -.14 .09 -.03 -.25 
Young-Middle -.01 .25 .04 -.28 
Old-Middle -.60 -.08 -.11 -.43 
Old (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

R Sguare is .12 .11 .08 .09 
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Table 11. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Self Identity 
of Age-Grade as the Only Age-Related Variable in 
the Regression Equation 

Variable 

Total Number 
of Segments 

B 

Young 
Segments 

B 

Middle 
Segments 

B 

Older 
Segments 

B 

Constant Term: 5.08 1.52 2.15 1.29 

Sex: 
Male 
Female 

Education: 
0-8 years 
9-11 years 
12 years 
15 + years 

Marital Status: 
Single 
Married 
Formerly 

Married 

(omitted) 
-.13 

-.50 
-.83 
-.57 

(omitted) 

- . 0 8  
.46 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
.02 

-.32 
-.10 
-.12 

(omitted) 

.29 

.31 

(omitted) 
-.12 

-.10 
-.43 
- . 2 0  

(omitted) 

-.29 
.09 

(omitted) 
. 0 2  

-.03 
-.16 
-.16 

(omitted) 

-.04 
.13 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

Number of Children: 
None 
1-2 

over 2 

(omitted) 
- .88  
-.49 

Acre of Children: 
Under 5 years (omitted) 
6-14 years .42 
15-18 years -.09 
19-30 years , .01 
over 30 years . 59 

Social Rank: 
Low 
Middle 
High 

-.19 
-.03 

(omitted) 

Self-ID Age-Grade: 
Young .05 
Middle Age .00 
Old (omitted) 

(omitted) 
- . 2 6  
.02 

(omitted) 
.17 
.10 
.29 
.19 

-.19 
.09 

(omitted) 

.45 

.25 
(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.29 
-.07 

(omitted) 
-.16 
-.11 
-.36 
.17 

.01 
-.07 

(omitted) 

-.19 
-.16 

(omitted) 

(omitted) 
-.21 
-.31 

(omitted) 
.19 
.11 

- . 0 6  
.18 

.12 
-.04 

(omitted) 

-.17 
.07 

(omitted) 
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Variable 

Total Number 
of Segments 

B 

Young 
Segments 

B 

Middle 
Segments 

B 

Older 
Segments 

B 

Consistency: 
Consistent 
Inconsistent-
older 

Inconsistent-
younger 

R Square is 

(omitted) (omitted) (omitted) (omitted) 

.78 .43 .30 .05 

.38 .29 .21 .00 

.11 .13 .09 .08 
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Table 12. Number of Life-Cycle Segments With Only One 
Independent Variable in the Regression Equation 

Total Number Young Middle Older 
of Segments Segments Segments Segments 

Variable B B B B 

Constant Term: 5.16 2.05 1.86 1.42 

Age: 
18-30 years 
31-45 years 
46-64 years 
65 + years 

.06 

.33 
-.55 

(omitted) 

.11 

.34 
-.18 

(omitted) 

-.03 
.02 
-.16 

(omitted) 

-.13 
-.09 
-. 32 

(omitted) 

R Scmare is: .03 .04 .004 .03 

Constant Term: 5.11 2.13 1.83 1.25 

Social Rank: 
Low 
Middle 
High 

-.15 
.29 

(omitted) 

-.14 
.19 

(omitted) 

-.03 
.03 

(omitted) 

.10 

.01 
(omitted) 

R Scruare is: .01 .02 .0007 .006 

Constant Term: 5.17 2.02 1.90 1.32 

Self-ID Acre-' Grade: 
Young 
Middle Age 
Old 

.14 
-.28 

(omitted) 

.41 
-.02 

(omitted) 

-.15 
-.11 

(omitted) 

-.10 
.03 

(omitted) 

R Scruare is: .005 .04 .005 .009 

Constant Term: 

Acre-Grade: 
Younger 
Young-Middle 
Old-Middle 
Old 

-.50 
-.04 
.17 

(omitted) 

- .23 
.39 
.10 

(omitted) 

-.17 
-.14 
-.29 

(omitted) 

-.17 
-.14 
-.36 

(omitted) 

R Scruare is: .02 .02 .009 .04 
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account for interaction between the independent variables. 

Consequently, they can be used only to shed light on the 

above hypotheses. 

In each of these tables the independent variables 

have been transformed into zero-one variables or dummy 

variables. The constant term in the equation represents the 

intercept of the least square line of the dependent variable 

within the omitted category of the independent variable. 

The B coefficient is the difference (+/-) in the intercept 

of the mean value of the dependent variable within the 

category of the respective independent variable. In this 

case we can tell if there is a positive or negative differ­

ence in the number of life-cycle segments. We examine the 

coefficient which will enable us to compute the mean number 

of life-cycle segments with reference to the omitted 

category which assumes the value of the constant in the 
* 

equation. 

The effect of age variables upon the segmental 

complexity presents us with some difficulties in inter­

pretation. With all the age variables in the equation 

(Table 8), age itself appears to result in slightly negative 

differences in the intercept. The exception to this is with 

the older segments. Age-grade, on the other hand, has a 

slight tendency to produce positive differences in the co­

efficients. Again the exception is in the older segments. 

Although the differences are not as great, a positive 
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differential is produced by the self identification of age-

grade variable, but a marked negative differential is 

observed in the younger segments. Of all the variables it 

is age and age-grade which result in the greatest differ­

ential. It would appear that when controlling for bio­

logical age, cultural age results in a positive differential 

and, the converse, when controlling for cultural age, bio­

logical age produces a slight negative differential. This 

highlights the fact that, although correlated, biological 

and cultural age are two different classes of phenomena. 

When the other age variables are not controlled for, 

that is, not entered into the equation, the resulting 

differentials are transformed. Chronological age results 

in a slight positive, rather than negative, differential 

(Table 9). The notable exception is the segments of the 

middle range. Age-grade also produces a positive differ­

ential, with the exception being the segments of the younger 

range (Table 10). Again the differentials produced by the 

self-identification variable are quite small, but these are 

in the negative direction with the exception of the segments 

in the middle range (Table 11). We can thus conclude that 

there is a slight tendency for an increase in both chrono­

logical and cultural age to produce a positive difference in 

the complexity of adult life-cycle segments. 

This relationship between age and life-cycle 

complexity, as an examination of the tables reveals, clearly, 
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with few exceptions, is not a linear relationship. An 

examination of the non-linearity of the relationship un­

veils an interesting pattern. Namely, there is a marked 

negative difference in segmental complexity in the middle 

portion of the life-cycle. We can phrase this as follows: 

Middle age produces a negative differential in adult life-

cycle segmental complexity. Indeed, where the independent 

variable is a four category variable (age and age-grade) it 

is in the late middle category (46-64 years or the old 

middle) that a marked negative differential is observed. 

This is especially true when only one age variable is in the 

equation (see Tables 9, 10, 11, and 12). Usually we observe 

a positive difference from young to young middle and from 

old middle to the older age-group. This is replicated to a 

lesser extent with the three category independent variable, 

self-identity of age-grade. Here we find a negative 

difference in the middle category of the independent 

variable relative to the younger category. The only excep­

tion is with the middle segments when the self-identification 

is also in the middle category. The concluding generaliza­

tion then, is that late middle age has a negative influence 

on the complexity of life-cycle segments while early middle 

age tends to have a positive influence on the same segments. 

If this generalization is not just a peculiarity of 

the sample, it is an interesting regularity indeed. But why 

would we expect late middle age to produce a negative 
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differential in segmental complexity? A potentially fruit­

ful avenue to explore is an examination of the developmental 

cycle of domestic units. Late middle age represents a time 

when the family of procreation is undergoing a period of 

initial contraction. Children are reaching maturity, 

establishing their own families of procreation, and leaving 

their parents in "the empty nest." In response to question 

11 of Section C on the Interview Guide involving the age 

when children leave home the mean was 42.7 years with a 

standard deviation of 4.8. This is the beginning point of 

the process of contraction, which, given several children, 

will continue for several years. This is also virtually 

synchronous with the categories of the independent variables 

we are discussing. 

Further evidence in support of this explanation is 

to be found in an examination of the differences resulting 

from the mean age of children on segmental complexity. Al­

though all levels of this variable of the mean age of 

children are important, it is the level of the 15-18 years 

and the 19-30 years that are of the greatest relevance to 

this analysis. From Tables 8 through 12, it is clear that 

the 15-18 year category is characterized by a predominantly 

negative differential in segmental complexity with the 

exception of the older segments. The 19-30 years category, 

on the other hand, presents a predominantly positive differ­

ential with reference to total segmental complexity and with 
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the younger segments (the only exception being when the mean 

age of children is the only variable in the equation). A 

strong negative differential is found in the middle segments. 

An ambiguous situation develops in the older segments with a 

slight positive differential appearing when all age 

variables, age, and age grade are in the equation (Tables 8 

through 10), but a slight negative differential appears when 

self identity of age grade and when mean age of children are 

the only variables in the equation. Thus it would appear 

that in the 15-18 year category, where the initial contrac­

tion is occurring, we have the greatest negative differ­

ential. Once the developmental cycle continues, the 19-30 

year level, and the offspring establishes his developing 

family of procreation, a positive differential appears in 

the total and younger segments, with a stronger negative 

differential being established in the middle segments and an 

ambiguous situation characterizing the older segments. 

If we are arguing that complexity of a cultural 

category is related to experience and to the distinctions 

involved in that experience, as suggested above, we must 

relate the total developmental cycle and the complexity of 

life-cycle segments within this frame of reference. In 

examining the level of the mean age of children below the 

two we have discussed above (6-14 years) we find an overall 

positive differential in total complexity with positive 

differentials in the younger and older segments. 
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Contrastingly, a negative differential is found in the 

middle segments. The individuals in this portion of the 

developmental cycle are late young or early middle age. The 

responses to question 10 of Section C of the Interview Guide 

dealing with age of a couple who had school age children had 

a mean of 30.3 and a standard deviation of 4.1. This, 

however, is biased toward the younger range since school age 

was interpreted as elementary school age. In terms of 

kinship for these individuals, the descending generations 

are not adults, while the ascending generations are old or 

are approaching the older portions of their life cycles. 

Through their children and their careers, these people are 

being brought into contact with people like themselves. 

Hence, we find the positive differentials in the younger and 

the older segments. 

The category of the mean age of children above the 

ones previously discussed, the over 30 category, is 

characterized by a positive differential not only in terms 

of total segmental complexity, but in young, middle, and 

older segments. People whose offspring are of this age have 

need of references to all periods of the developmental 

cycle. Not only do they need to refer to themselves, to 

siblings, and to friends who are old, but they need to refer 

to children who are approaching middle age, and to grand­

children who are becoming young adults. 
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Thus, the evidence seems to support our contention 

that cultural categories receive the greatest elaboration 

where experience necessitates distinctions. In general, age 

seems to produce a slight positive differential in seg­

mental complexity. The non-linearity of the relationship, 

however, necessitates a more sophisticated explanation in 

terms of the developmental cycle of household units. Here, 

the greatest positive differences are in the segments where 

the majority of one's kinsmen are located. The greatest 

negative differences occur when the domestic unit initially 

contracts or when the social world shrinks. Although the 

hypothesis concerning the relationship between age and 

segmental complexity has not been directly confirmed, the 

above analysis of the data does tend to support the 

hypothesis. 

The second hypothesis we are considering is con­

cerned with the relationship between social rank and seg­

mental complexity. It is hypothesized that a positive 

differential will result as social rank increases. An exam­

ination of the evidence in Tables 8 through 12 tends to 

support this hypothesis. In all these tables a positive 

differential is found with reference to total segmental 

complexity. This same tendency is found with the younger 

segments, but a greater differential is found between the 

lower and middle ranks. The positive differences, however, 

are reversed with respect to the middle segments. The lower 
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rank has a slight positive differential while the middle 

rank has a slight negative differential relative to the 

higher social rank. This tendency is much greater in the 

older segments with the lower ranks having a much greater 

positive differential. Thus, it would seem that in terms of 

total segmental complexity and in the complexity within the 

younger segments the hypothesis is supported. The evidence 

from the middle and older segments presents us with a 

reversal of the expected relationship. 

Although this appears to be inconsistent with our 

hypothesis, it is not inconsistent with our general theory 

which argues chat experience and distinctions required are 

related to segmental complexity. The portion of the lower 

class life-cycle which is telescoped is the younger portion 

(Neugarten and Peterson 1957), and hence it is expectable 

that the perception of these segments would not be as 

elaborate. Consequently, the middle segments and the older 

segments are elongated and here it is expected that these 

segments might be subject to greater elaboration. The con­

verse, of course, is true for the middle and higher social 

rank categories. By examining the somewhat contradictory 

evidence in terms of our more general theory, we find this 

evidence need not be contradictory. A note of caution, how­

ever, is due primarily because of the low values of the R-

squares. These indicate the amount of variance being 

explained. 
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In our above analysis we have dealt with three of 

the independent variables in the regression equation. Other 

variables, however, are in the equations. These are 

basically control variables, i.e., those that function to 

"hold other things equal." A brief examination of these 

variables results in several interesting generalizations. 

In general, sex has little impact on segmental complexity. 

Marriage, as contrasted to the unmarried categories, results 

in a positive difference with the exception of the younger 

segments. Generally, the presence of children seems to 

produce a negative differential, but the presence of 1-2 

children results in an even greater differential than 3 and 

more children. Finally, the inconsistent categories of the 

variables of consistency result in a strong positive differ­

ential with those who considered themselves to be socio­

logically older than their chronological years having the 

greatest positive differential. This merely confirms a 

subjective impression developed during the interviewing that 

those informants who considered themselves to be "out-of-
I 

phase" seemed to be more sociologically aware of the import 

of age categories. 

Although the evidence tends to support the hypotheses 

outlined above, neither hypothesis is directly confirmed by 

this type of analysis. Seeming inconsistencies are re­

solved by referring to a more abstract statement which at 

this point remains as an empirical generalization. This is 



phrased as follows: The differentiation of the social 

network in which an ego is located is positively correlated 

with the complexity of the category system(s) used to refer 

to that network. This complexity may be reflected in terms 

of the number of domains, subdomains, or complexity within 

those domains. This, of course, remains to be supported or 

negated by future research. 



CHAPTER 5 

WHAT MAKES PEOPLE OLD? 

We all know what makes people old. We are all aware 

of the aging process. It is a universal aspect of the human 

condition. Age, or increasing age, is a product of the 

passage of time units (years) which have accumulated since 

birth. Geneticists, physiologists, and medical doctors are 

quite aware of the biological processes and changes asso­

ciated with the passage of time. This, of course, is 

chronological age. This is the conception of age we usually 

employ when someone asks us how old we are. Our answer 

involves the number of years that have elapsed since our 

birth. Thus, what makes us old is simple the passage of 

time. 

But is age really all that simple? Within our own 

experience we know of people who seem older or younger than 

they "really" are—i.e., chronologically are. This would 

suggest that age is a little more complex than simply the 

passage of time. Although social scientists have and still 

use chronological age as a sociological variable, the use­

fulness of this is now being questioned. Certainly, this is 

a prevalent theme in the third volume of Aging and Society. 

A Sociology of Age Stratification (Riley, Johnson, and Foner 

78 
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1972). It is social or cultural age which is considered to 

be the most productive sociological variable. Using cohort 

analysis, Riley and her associates attempt to define the 

sociological dimension in terms of a commonality of shared 

historical experiences. This is not the frame of reference, 

however, that is employed in this work in the examination of 

the socio-cultural dimension of age in American society. 

If age is a culturally graded variable, as we have 

argued, then there must be institutionalized indicators 

which facilitate the recognition of membership in an age-

grade. In other words, there must be standardized criteria 

which enable people to make judgments or decisions about 

relative age. Furthermore, given that people age culturally 

as well as chronologically, the cultural criteria should be 

ranked just as years are ranked. This ranking, however, is 

such that as one changes status or goes through a rite of 

passage in one context, he also changes age-grade status. 

Basically, then, the criteria for cultural age are the 

sequential nature of the social positions one occupies as he 

moves through the life-cycle. With the number of individual 

"careers" that are possible in the institutions of a complex 

society, we would expect a multiplicity of criteria. How­

ever, as suggested by Neugarten et al. (1965: 711) the 

institution in which "social clocks" operate are two in 

number: (1) family or kinship, and (2) occupation. 
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Following this lead of Neugarten et al. (1965) each 

informant was asked to state when in terms of approximate 

years he would expect certain events to occur in the average 

American life-cycle. (See Appendix D, the Interview Guide, 

Part I, Section C for the specific questions.) The questions 

were not sequenced to reflect the basic domains, but the 

occupational and kinship events are the exclusive focus of 

this section of the Interview Guide. 

Although the data are somewhat different and are 

presented in a different form, the general conclusions are 

the same as those of Neugarten et al. There is a high 

degree of consensus in the timing of these social clocks as 

is reflected in the means and standard deviations of the 

age-timing events (Table 13). Generally the consensus appears 

to be higher in the kinship domain than in the occupational 

domain. This is especially true when one considers such 

events as becoming a widow, living with children, or living 

in a nursing home as being statuses or domestic solutions to 

biological events over which we have no control. This is 

clearly illustrated in Figures 1 and 2. 

Not only is the consensus high with respect to the 

total sample population, but this is also true when sub-

populations by age and social rank are examined (Table 13). 

The differences in the means of the life-cycle events within 

the sub-populations are well under five years with the 

exceptions of becoming a widow, having the greatest 



Table 13. Means and Standard Deviations of Kinship and Occupational Life-Cycle 
Events for the Total Population and for the Sub-Populations of Age 
and Social Rank 

Life-Cycle Event 

Total 
Population 18-

Mean SO Mean 

Age Sub-Popalations 

31-45 46-64 

Social Rank Sub-Populations 

Middle High 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean 

Kinship: 
Woman marries 
Man marries 

' Couple-small 
children 
Couple-scnool ' 

. children 
Children leave hone 
Become Grandparents 
Widowed 
Live with adult 
child 
Live in nursing 
home 

Occupation: 
Woman's first job 
Man's first job 
Man's first 
promotion 
Greatest job 
responsibility 
Woman retire 

. Man retire 

240 20, .5 3, .4 20, .5 1. .6 20. .3 1, .8 20, .6 2. .4 21, .6 8. . 6 20. .0 1. 9 20. 3 2. 2 21. 3 4. 8 
241 22. .3 2. ,1 22. .5 2. .0 22. ,0 1, .9 22, ,4 2, ,3 22, .1 2. ,1 21. 9 2. ,1 22. 3 2. 4 22. 6 1. 7 

242 24. ,1 3. .0 24. ,3 2. .9 23. .8 2, .6 24, .1 2. .6 24. .0 4. ,7 23. 6 2. 6 24. 5 3. 6 24. 5 2. 5 

242 30, .2 4, .0 30. .9 4, ,1 29. .8 3, .9 29, ,9 3, .4 30, .4 5. .3 29. ,9 4, ,5 30. 5 4. .4 30. 2 3. ,4 
242 42, ,7 4. .8 42. .4 5, ,1 42. .8 4, .4 43, ,2 3, .7 42. .7 6. .5 42. .1 5, ,2 43. ,1 5. .0 42. ,9 4. 2 
242 46. .6 5. .4 48. ,0 5, .5 45. ,5 4, .5 45, .8 4. .8 47, .3 1, ,2 45. ,9 6, .1 46. 6 5. 3 47. 2 4. .8 
229 58.0 7. .6 60. ,5 5. ,1 57. ,7 6. .5 56, .9 7, ,7 55, ,1 11, .2 57. 3 8, .6 57. 6 7. 7 59. 0 6. 5 

235 70. .4 6. .8 70, .8 5, .8 69, ,9 6, .4 71, .0 6, .5 68. .9 10. ,8 70. .3 7. .8 69. .9 6. .6 70. ,9 6. ,3 

240 74. .5 5. .8 75. ,1 5, .9 73. .7 6, ,1 74, ,5 4, .3 74, ,7 7. .2 73. .4 6. ,4 74. .7 5. ,2 75. .2 5. .8 

239 19. .2 2. .4 19. ,6 2, ,9 19. .0 2, .3 19, .0 1. .a 19, .5 2. .3 19, ,2 2, .8 18. ,9 1. .8 19. .6 2. .4 
242 20. ,7 2. ,1 20, ,4 2. .2 20. ,4 1, ,7 21, .3 2. ,A 21, .1 2. .0 20. .4 2, .3 20. .7 2. .2 20. ,8 1. .9 

240 25. 6 4. .0 24. 8 2. ,9 25. ,2 3. ,4 26, .3 5. .4 26. .9 3. ,5 25, ,9 4, ,1 25. .6 4. .1 25. ,2 3. .6 

238 38. ,5 8. .3 38. .0 8. ,5 33. ,8 8. .2 38, .3 7, .9 37. .0 9, ,4 35, .5 7, .9 38, .2 7, ,9 40, .2 8. .3 
236 54. ,9 12, ,1 51. .8 12, ,0 52. .0 14, .6 59. ,5 8, .0 59. .3 8, .5 55, .3 11, .4 56, .1 10, .0 53, .6 14. .1 
242 63. ,2 4. ,5 63. ,0 4. .0 G4. .2 1. .6 63. .2 3, .9 61. .4 9, .0 62, .7 4. .3 63, ,7 2, .9 63, .0 5. .6 
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responsibilities, and a woman's retirement. These events 

also tend to have high standard deviations in all cate­

gories. A pattern emerges within the older age (65+) sub-

population with respect to the kinship events. The standard 

deviations are consistently higher, reflecting less con­

sensus regarding the timing of these events. The only other 

pattern within these sub-populations is with respect to 

social rank. There is a very slight tendency for the means 

of these events to increase slightly with increasing social 

rank. Both of these generalizations constitute additional 

evidence for the theory proposed in the preceding chapter. 

These rather basic timed life-cycle events consti­

tute the core of the criteria upon which the hypothetical 

card people were created and described. Additional but 

related criteria were used to generate the complete card 

deck. The variable list and the form of the cards can be 

found in Appendix E. Each informant sorted these cards by 

grouping them according to the similarity of age. Since the 

number of groupings varied (see Chapter 4), these were 

standardized into young, middle, and old groups (see Chapter 

3 for the procedure of standardization). Table 14 summarizes 

the statistical description of the responses for the total 

sample. 

Following the card sorting procedure, each informant 

was asked to give a name to each pile or life-cycle segment 

he had created. The informant provided a term or phrase he 
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Table 14. Analysis of Ages and Standardized Categories 
Assigned to the Hypothetical Card People 

Carda Model % in Category 
Mean 

Standard Mean Standard 
Number Category Mode 

Category 
Mean Deviation Age Deviation 

19 Young 97.5 1.01 .15 21.5 4.0 
03 Young 97.5 1.02 .23 21.5 5.3 
02 Young 95.9 1.03 .24 21.7 5.0 
05 Young 96.3 1.03 .24 22.2 5.1 
01 Young 95.0 1.04 .24 21.6 4.7 
20 Young 95.5 1.04 .23 21.9 5.0 
07 Young 88.8 1.07 .34 23.2 6.2 
04 Young 87.8 1.14 .45 24.7 7.2 
08 Young 83.9 1.15 .39 25.8 6.4 
22 Young 84.3 1.15 .38 25.7 5.8 
06 Young 78.1 1.22 .44 27.4 7.2 
21 Young 77.3 1.25 .56 27.7 8.1 
11 Young 64.5 1.35 .49 29.8 7.4 
24 Young 61.6 1. 38 .52 30.1 8.4 
09 Young 57.9 1.45 .70 30.4 9.8 
23 Young 55.4 1.47 . 62 31.7 9.5 
34 Middle 57.9 1.63 .59 34.7 10.6 
26 Middle 79.3 1.85 .44 37.8 8.1 
25 Middle 80.2 1.87 .46 38.0 9.0 
12 Middle 78.5 1.88 .46 39. 7 9.4 
27 Middle 79.3 1.92 .47 40.2 9.6 
33 Middle 82.2 1.96 .43 42.1 9.3 
10 Middle 81.0 1.98 .53 42. 3 10.4 
28 Middle 83. 5 2.02 .42 43.7 9.4 
14 Middle 80.2 2.05 .45 44.9 9.9 
29 Middle 71.5 2.17 .52 48.9 11.4 
13 Middle 70.7 2.18 .54 48.9 11.5 
30 Middle 52.5 2. 30 .77 49.4 15.7 
18 Middle 50.0 2.33 .74 50.7 15.5 
16 Old 58.3 2. 55 .55 58.1 12.1 
15 Old 84.3 2.80 .49 64.2 11.7 
31 Old 85.1 2.83 .51 64.3 11.9 
17 Old 86.4 2.84 .42 65.1 10.3 
32 Old 95.0 2.93 .32 68. 3 8.7 

aSee Appendix E for the content of these cards. 

The standardized categories were given numbers 1, 
2, and 3. The range is between 1 and 3. 
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usually used when referring to this class of people or a 

term he felt characterized these people. The total range of 

terms is presented in Appendix I. Once recorded, the seg­

ments and associated terms were standardized into young, 

middle, and old. This was done on the basis of (1) relative 

position in the age-rank system of the informant, and (2) 

terminological cues, i.e., the presence of such terms as 

"young" modifying another term and the like. Consistency 

was maintained by separately recording a reference list of 

terms. Only with ambiguous terms (i.e., "adult") do we find 

overlap between the standardized categories. 

The "statistical reality" of the standardized 

tripartite division of the life-cycle is graphically 

presented in Figure 3. The percentage of responses in the 

modal category is plotted by the mean age assigned to the 

hypothetical card person. If we take the percentage in the 

modal category as being indicative of the degree of defini­

tion, we see three peaks with the highest being at either 

extreme. The lowest percentage of responses in the modal 

category marks the transition points between the major 

divisions. Thus, the transition from young to middle is 

between 30-35 years and from middle to old is between 49-58 

years. Clearly, then, these categories are age-bounded. 

The rough association with chronological age is also 

reflected when we consider the standard deviations of the 

standardized age categories and of the mean age assigned to 

t 
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the people described in the card deck. This can be 

observed in Figures 4 and 5, respectively. Here, the 

greater the standard deviation, the less the degree of 

definition. The standard deviations of the standardized 

age categories (Figure 4) reflect the identical pattern of 

age-boundedness as did the percentage in the modal category 

(Figure 3). The standard deviations of the mean ages 

assigned to the hypothetical individuals, generally reflect 

the same pattern but with much less clarity. In Figure 5 

it is striking to note that there is a tendency for the 

standard deviations to increase as the mean age increases. 

This perhaps highlights the difficulty in assuming that 

cultural age is highly correlated with chronological age. 

When one embarks upon the adult portion of the life-cycle, 

there is a relatively high degree of consensus as is 

reflected in the smallness of the standard deviation. 

However, as one progresses in the life-cycle, there is less 

and less consensus regarding the chronological age as is 

seen in the larger and larger standard deviations. It would 

seem as though the "social clocks" are set once we enter 

adulthood, but the rhythm and pace of these clocks will vary 

considerably with respect to individual decisions and 

careers. It is recognized that people can and will get out 

of phase with the ideal norm. Thus, the older one is 

culturally, the more difficult to predict the chronological 

age and vice versa. 
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Cultural age, then is based upon social events. It 

is the passage from one social identity into the succeeding 

social identity. This was clear in the expected timing of 

social events (Figures 1 and 2). It is even clearer, 

however, when we examine the distribution of these events 

that were on the cards the informants sorted. The events 

were classified as follows: (1) Occupation: a. educational 

status and b. career status; and (2) Domestic: a. marital 

status, b. children's status, and c. residential status (see 

Appendix E for the detailed listing). The distribution 

within these classes of events with respect to the modal 

age categories is to be found in Figures 6 through 10. 

An examination of these figures reveals two things. 

First, there are sequential statuses which are associated 

with the triple divisions of the adult life-cycle in both 

the occupational and the kinship domains. Secondly, not all 

the criteria are relevant for all portions of the life-

cycle. This is also reflected in the distribution of age-

descriptive terms by the criterial attributes. 

Such criteria as career (Figure 7), marital status 

(Figure 8) and residence (Figure 10) are relevant at all 

portions of the life-cycle. The ambiguous occupational 

criteria of simply working is primarily distributed between 

young and middle categories. Major changes primarily 

related to the armed forces and to the initial promotion 

are associated with the young. The most productive years 
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are associated with middle age while retirement is associ­

ated with the old. Marital status, itself, does not appear 

to be that discriminatory an age-criterion. Singleness is 

associated with youth, but marriage and widowhood are 

roughly evenly distributed between young and middle and 

middle and old, respectively. Residential status (Figure 

10) results in clear-cut distinctions at the extremes: 

young and old. Living with parents or with a roommate are 

indicators of youth, while living alone or in a nursing home 

are indicative of old age. Residence with the family of 

procreation is divided between young and middle age. Living 

with an adult child, on the other hand, is evenly divided 

between the middle and the old. Thus, with respect to these 

criteria and the social positions they involve, indicators 

of cultural age are found at each point in the life-cycle. 

Educational status (Figure 6) and the status of 

children (Figure 9), contrastingly, are relevant only at 

restricted portions of the life-cycle in discriminating age. 

Education is clearly a criterion of the young. Once educa­

tional achievement is accomplished, it is fixed and becomes 

useless as a criterion upon which to judge increasing age. 

But while the educational process is occurring, it is a very 

accurate and highly standardized age-criteria. The status 

of children, too, is restricted to certain segments of the 

life-cycle: youth and middle age. Absence of children; 

presence of pre-schoolers; and school age children are all 
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associated with the young. The entrance of children into 

high school (or perhaps Junior High) marks the beginning of 

middle age. The status of children is not used to dis­

criminate the older age categories. The restriction of 

these criteria to one or two segments can be explained. It 

is the regularity of the shifting of social positions and 

change which makes these criteria useful as social clocks at 

certain points. It is the lack of change which makes them 

irrelevant at other points. 

An examination of the individual criteria as is 

reflected in the age descriptive terms (Appendix I) further 

elaborates the developmental changes or points of contrasts 

that are involved in culturally discriminating age. It 

should be noted that the first five criteria in Table 15 and 

in Appendix I directly parallel the criterial attributes 

presented in the card deck. The last five do not directly 

reflect an isolated criterion, nor do they reflect an 

exclusive institutional domain. Hence, we refer to the 

first as specific criteria, and to the latter as generalized 

criteria. 

Among those criteria designated as specific, terms 

based upon economic or occupational criterial attributes 

mirror the developmental changes within this major institu­

tional domain. The terms in the younger portions reflect a 

beginning. People are working, but they are working toward 

something; moving up in the occupational structure. In the 
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Table 15. Distribution of Age-Terms by Criteria 

Criterion Young Middle Old Total 

Specific: 

A. Occupational 

Education 29 

Career 26 

B. Domestic 

Marital Status 20 

Family 15 

Independence 
(residence) 16 

27 

7 

36 

15 

13 

29 

68 

29 

51 

29 

General: 

Responsibility 10 

Maturity 22 

Life Pattern 9' 

Age 27 

Miscellaneous 15 

Total 189 

10 

28 

13 

20 

11 

152 

4 

6 

3 

27 

11 

81 

24 

56 

25 

74 

37 

422 
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middle range we find terms referring to people who are just 

working and making a living. More frequently, however, we 

find references to success in career and to people who 

presumably have "made it." Interestingly, we also find 

references to retirement or to the beginning phases of 

retirement in this middle category. The issue of retirement 

looms large in the older segment since each term directly 

or indirectly refers to the process of withdrawal from the 

labor force. The predictable changes which occur in this 

domain of the life-cycle are those of preparing, going, 

arriving, and withdrawing from economically productive 

activities. 

Terms based on the criterial attributes of marital 

status and family status are most prolific in the younger 

and middle range. Marriage, of course, is a transition 

point with the young and then it is normalized. The only 

other point of change comes with the dissolution of the 

relationship, i.e., widowhood. (Divorce was not entered as 

a possibility in the research design since the informant 

would have been "overloaded" with variables.) Death can 

come at any time, and hence, as most informants articulated, 

is not predictable. However, there was a general feeling 

that this would most probably occur in the middle or older 

age range. The family of procreation adds a dimension of 

developmental change. The younger portion terminologically 

indicates the formation of a family of procreation while the 
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terms in the middle portion indicate a more mature family 

unit. The children are older, but the only indication of 

how old is the reference to the educational status of high 

school. There are no terms using the criterial attribute of 

family in the older bracket. Not even "grandparent" is 

used. This seems to be reserved for the later portions of 

the middle range. From the point of view of the individuals 

being classified, the family of procreation has created 

newer units and has removed itself from their immediate 

social world. Thus, the predictable changes reflected in 

the terminology that occur in this sphere are those of 

formation, enlargement, development, contraction, and 

finally dissolution. 

The terms based on the more generalized criterion of 

responsibility have much the same pattern as the terms 

reflecting independence. The major exception is that there 

are no terms reflecting the criterion of independence to be 

found in the middle category. The young are assuming their 

independence, while the old are relinquishing it. For the 

middle categories, it is a given, a constant. On the other 

hand, the young are seen as taking on responsibility, with 

the middle aged having the greatest responsibility to job 

and family. The old are seen as having fewer or no 

responsibilities. This, as the majority of terms indicate, 

is related to changes which occur with respect to family, 

residence, and to occupation. The transitions are from 
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increasing independence, responsibility, and involvement to 

the greatest responsibility and involvement to increased 

dependence and diminished responsibility which roughly 

parallels the three standardized age categories. 

Maturity, too, is applicable as a generalized 

criterion in distinguishing age. Maturity is a little more 

complex than simple maturation since it implies such things 

as experience, establishing one's self, and the issues of 

stability. Maturity is seen as something that increases, 

although it has its greatest elaboration in the young and 

middle categories. The young are viewed as being immature, 

growing socially, having little, but getting some experience; 

and beginning the process of settling down and stabilizing. 

The middle range is contrastingly mature, established, well 

experienced, settled down, and quite dependable. Although 

the terms referring to the older category are fewer, the 

description basically replicates that of the middle category. 

The points of contrast parallel the shifts in the family and 

occupational domains. The developmental change, however, 

is one of gradual increment. 

The generalized criterion of life pattern reflects 

and elaborates upon the themes we have discussed with 

respect to career, independence, responsibility, and 

maturity. This reveals something of the way many Americans 

view their life-cycles and the expectations they have con­

cerning it. The young are beginning; they have decisions 
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to make, plans to make, and must prepare themselves for the 

future. They are planning to go "upward" into middle age. 

Here they will "peak;" they will be successful, at "the top 

of the ladder." Finally, they go "downward" into old age, 

"over the hill." One can view this as if one were climbing 

a mountain. We ascend in our youth, remain at the top 

during middle age, and go down the other side into old age. 

Our ascent and descent is, of course, connected to the 

respective entry and exit from familial and occupational 

positions. 

Although generalized age is a criterion, it does not 

have the descriptive precision the other criteria have. The 

young and the old ranges seem to be the most elaborate. The 

young category has basically three root terms: "teen," 

"adolescence," and "young." The older range has four root 

terms: "old," "elder," "senior," and "aged." The middle 

portion has variations on the root term "middle," with some 

overlap into the older range with "senior." The greatest 

elaboration is at the extremes perhaps because the changes 

are greatest and most significant at the extremes. Also. 

Americans have a selfconscious bent toward youth, with a 

corresponding dread of becoming old (Moore 1966, Parsons 

1942, Rosow 1967). Hence, we get an elaboration of terms in 

the younger range and euphemisms in the older range which in 

turn result in greater elaboration. 
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The large number of age-descriptive terms is quite 

revealing. As Table 15 indicates, a total of 422 terms or 

phrases were collected. A closer examination of Appendix I 

reveals that a good number of these are variations on the 

same theme. However, when one realizes that these terms 

came from a total of 242 informants, it means there were 

roughly two innovative phrases per informant. Either our 

informants were highly imaginative or age categories and 

their corresponding lexical markers are components of 

American culture which are not highly standardized or 

institutionalized. An examination of the terms themselves 

reveals that the latter is true. The majority of the 

phrases are not "crisp," "clear" phrases one readily 

attaches to a class of things. Many are somewhat awkward 

phrases generated to describe a class of people in words 

which are not frequently used. This is supported by expe­

rience in the interview situation. Often the informant 

would ponder, re-examine the cards, and then state the name 

or description of the category. Sometimes this proved to be 

the most difficult portion of the interview. The relatively 

narrow range of criteria either reflects the research design 

or indicates that there is some standardization present. 

The great number of terminological variations on the 

criteria would indicate that this aspect is not highly 

institutionalized. Since informants were able to generate 

their age categories without difficulty, we can assume that 
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American culture provides the guidelines for age-grading. 

But as the proliferation of terms indicates, American 

culture does not provide the specifics when it comes to the 

linguistic markers and to age categories. 

What then, indeed, makes people old sociologically 

or culturally? What are these cultural guidelines? What 

is the most useful criteria for judging age? Certainly the 

way in which a person's age is appraised is context specific. 

In other words, it is dependent upon the institutional con­

text in which interaction takes place. Given the indi­

viduated nature of the social institutions in complex 

societies (Bott 1971, Mitchell 1969) the two dominant insti­

tutional domains that are relevant for age-grading are the 

political economy (educational and occupational structures) 

and the domestic sphere (kinship units). These two spheres, 

as we have indicated, have differing applicability and 

universality with respect to generalized age-grading. 

The institutions within the sector of the political 

economy provide us with the most precise set of criteria at 

certain points of the life-cycle, but with the least uni­

versal criteria at other points. The precision is based on 

movement through educational organizations. Although we 

have argued that this is a discriminating factor with 

respect to youth, it is interesting to note that this 

criteria is simultaneously used when considering the status 

of children, a domestic criterion. Here we are judging the 
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parents' age, in part, on the basis of their children's 

movement through educational organizations. The only other 

rite of passage within this institutional sphere which is 

highly age-standardized and is also reasonably universal is 

retirement. 

It is the period, however, between the exit from 

educational organizations and the beginning of retirement 

which presents us with the most difficulty for generalized 

age-grading. At this point, the criteria become occupation 

specific. For instance, many stable working-class informants 

stated that in their jobs there were no promotions—only 

increments in pay. On the other hand, many other informants 

were well aware of the timing involved in the promotional 

schemes and moves "up the ladder." Hence, it is the 

diversity of occupational careers which inhibits the pre­

cision and the universality of this criterion for age-

grading between the point of entrance and exit from these 

institutions. 

The domain of kinship or the domestic sphere is 

universal, but does not have the exactitude that the 

economic domain has as a basis of sociological age. The 

dimension offering the most precision is the status of 

children. This again, is not primarily related to their 

physiological development, but more to their sociological 

development as they move through educational age-grades. 

Marital status alone is a very imprecise indicator of age. 
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Marital status, however, is never seen in isolation, but is 

always associated with children's status and residential 

status. As we have seen residential status is quite im­

precise when it is with the family of procreation. Other­

wise, it is a reasonable predictor of generalized age. Al­

though being universal, it seems as though kinship has its 

greatest precision at the middle range of the life-cycle. 

Correspondingly, this is where the domain of the political 

economy has the least precision and universality. 

One ages socially, then, through his participation 

in and sequential movement through the two major institu­

tional spheres of a complex society. The social clock is 

thus multidimensional with the rhythm being set first by one 

dimension and then another. If anything adds precision 

directly or indirectly to the system it is our minutely age-

graded educational organizations. First an ego is directly 

age-graded as he moves through the system, then he is in­

directly aged as his children move through the same graded 

educational organizations. The generalized American age-

grade system is then one marked by a predominance of precise 

educational and occupational criteria as well as the 

domestic criteria related to the formation of the family of 

procreation at the younger ranges of the life-cycle. The 

middle range is filled with imprecise occupational criteria 

and reasonably precise domestic criteria relating to the 

status of children and the contraction of the family of 



procreation. Old age, in turn, is characterized by a 

precise occupational distinction, i.e., retirement, and 

corresponding shifts in the domestic sphere regarding kin 

ship and residential arrangements. 



CHAPTER 6 

ON THE STUDY OF AGE STRATIFICATION 

The study of age stratification is still in its 

infancy. Social science's understanding of age-grading has 

not advanced much beyond that of the layman. As Maddox 

(1972: 294) states, "they discuss age and aging with resig­

nation and without knowing much about the subject." 

Shakespeare's discussion of age-grade phenomena stands with 

Davis's (1949) and Parsons' (1942). Age is certainly a 

major independent variable that social scientists use. The 

implicit assumption, however, is that chronological age is 

directly correlated with cultural age and that significance 

of the latter is well understood. 

Aging is a universal condition of human existence. 

Age is also a universal criterion affecting the entrance 

into and exit from social positions in all human societies. 

Anthropologists have long recognized the importance of age 

in the social organization of diverse peoples. Indeed, much 

anthropological research has been concerned with the complex 

age set systems in East Africa, West Africa, and among the 

American Indians of the Great Plains. A major section of 

most ethnographies includes a discussion, of the life-cycle. 

This, in an indirect fashion, is an analysis of an age-grade 

109 
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system. But very little emphasis has been placed on the 

linguistic distinctions informants make concerning age; and 

the features they use in distinguishing one age group from 

another. This is precisely the attempt of this study; an 

ethnography of a select cultural domain (age) in American 

so ciety. 

Sociologists, too, have been cognizant of age 

differences and of the general pattern of the American life-

cycle. Sociological research, however, has tended to be 

focused on certain "problem" areas in American society. In 

particular, the problems, of adolescence and old age are 

relatively well developed focal points of sociological re­

search. Only in a recent volume, Aging and Society: A 

Sociology of Age Stratification, edited by Riley et al. 

(1972) do we find an explicit intention to develop a "new 

field in sociology." Indeed, a major goal of this work is 

an initial codification of a paradigm for the study of age 

stratification. Riley and her associates develop a very 

strong case for a more theoretically and methodologically 

sophisticated version of cohort analysis. This volume, as 

we could anticipate, argues against the usefulness of 

chronological age per se as a sociological variable. 

This endeavor is an attempt to understand variance 

within the domain of age as well as the significance of the 

cultural domain of age. However, this is not done within 

the framework of cohort analysis. In our research we 
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focused on two primary questions. The first was concerned 

with the sources of variation in the construction of the 

age category system. This dealt exclusively with the issue 

of the complexity of the system. The second focus was on 

the distribution of the circumscribed criterial attributes 

and the associated lexical items within the standardized 

divisions of the life-cycle: young, middle, and old. The 

regularity and predictability of the sequential changes in 

social positions were examined in the economic and domestic 

spheres of American society. 

Recognizing that age-grading indexes individuals by 

ranking them with respect to increasing cultural age, we 

sought to explore the issue of age-domain complexity in 

terms of the number of divisions made in the index. We 

elicited from each informant a mechanical model of the 

American age-grade system by using a set of circumscribed 

criterial attributes contained in a card deck. On the basis 

of these models, variance in age-domain complexity was 

examined statistically. 

The research design called for a correlational 

analysis of the age-complexity variables with such inde­

pendent variables as age, sex, education, social rank, and 

the like. The statistics of association to be used were 

Gamma and, where the necessary assumption could be met, the 

Pearson r. However, when these procedures were applied to 

the data, no theoretically or statistically significant 
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results were obtained. This, as we have indicated, may be 

related to the problems of sampling design and the resulting 

issues of representativeness. On the other hand, this could 

be related to the variables used in the analysis. 

In exploring the latter issue, a zero-one or dummy 

variable analysis was employed. Although the resulting 

differentials and r-squares are not very large, this type 

of analysis does enable us to further pursue the question 

of age-grade complexity. The initial hypotheses were re­

phrased in order to be evaluated within this frame of 

analysis. The coefficients obtained did lend some support, 

but not conclusive support for the hypothesis. In trying to 

further explain the variance, we found positive or negative 

differences in the complexity of the category system which 

we related to experience and to selective factors for 

greater or lesser distinctions. Thus, we generated the 

empirical generalization: the more differentiated the 

social network, the more complex the domains used to refer 

to that network. This, of course, may be applied to domains 

other than age. As this generalization stands, it remains 

an hypothesis to be tested through further research. 

Methodologically this calls for considerable re­

vision to the research design employed here. A measure of 

differentiation of the social network is necessary. In 

focusing on the differentiation of a network, we are dealing 

with what Mitchell (1969: 19) has called "range." Although 
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it is social heterogeneity rather than the number of people 

in the network that defines the range, no adequate measure 

has been developed which could be used to test statistical 

models. An age differentiation scale could be developed by 

scoring the age heterogeneous/homogeneous attributes of 

people in an ego's network within differing institutional 

contexts. 

In addition to searching for different independent 

variables to explain the variation in age-grade complexity, 

we should consider the possibility of intervening variables. 

The criteria we discussed as being the basis for the 

generation of age categories may prove to be useful in 

explaining and accounting for variance with respect to com­

plexity. The terminological criteria found in Table 15 

should be used as variables in the examination of age 

category complexity. These would be intervening variables 

since we can assume that other variables are affecting the 

selection of criteria that any one informant has emphasized. 

These may, indeed, be the independent variables we had 

previously considered. Through this category we may gain 

greater understanding of variation which presently remains 

unexplained. 

Age grading is a system of ranking and grouping of 

people on the basis of attributes which are indicators of 

increasing age. These attributes are social positions which 

are sequential in nature. The distribution of successive 
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social positions within the domestic and economic sphere was 

examined at differing points in the American life-cycle. 

This was done in order to give statistical quantification 

of what would otherwise remain an impressionistic statement 

of the American age-grade system. In addition, the distri­

bution of these sequential positions reveals much about the 

American "social clock" of age-grading. 

The striking thing about the American social clock 

is its regularity. A regularity which is set by very 

minutely graded educational organizations. These have an 

exceptionally high association with chronological age. This 

is a product of legal age-restrictions upon the entrance 

into these organizations. Thus, when one states his grade, 

graduates from, or has a child in school, one is providing 

a fairly precise indicator of his age. It is our contention 

that it is the graded educational system that adds the 

greatest predictability or regularity to the American age-

grade system. It is also our contention that because of a 

person's recent involvement, and because of his children's 

involvement in these organizations, the younger portions and 

the early parts of the middle segments of the life-cycle are 

going to have the greatest predictability. This, indeed, 

was supported by our analysis. Thus, the older one becomes, 

the greater the potential disparity between cultural and 

chronological age. 
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Cultural age, however, is not based exclusively on 

one criterion—i.e., educational status. It is multi­

dimensional in that the criteria from one institutional 

domain will predominate at one point in the life-cycle, to 

be replaced by the predominance of other institutional 

criteria at another point. Economic criteria (education and 

career) are the major criteria used to distinguish the 

younger categories along with the domestic criteria related 

to the formation of the family of procreation. Domestic 

criteria predominate in the middle categories while economic 

and residential criteria, are used to distinguish the old. 

Thus, the distribution of these criterial attributes serves 

to delineate and bound the developmental change which 

defines the American age-grade system. 

Nevertheless, problems remain. The first concerns 

the issue of the "reality" of the criterial attributes for 

Americans. Are these a relevant set of criteria with which 

Americans discriminate cultural age? Are there other 
t 

criteria Americans can use to judge age? These are questions 

which can be resolved through intensive ethnographic work 

with a few American informants. These informants should 

ideally be at differing points in the life-cycle and should 

be involved in considerably different social networks. The 

data obtained from an intensive gathering of a few mechan­

ical models could considerably revise the circumscribed set 

of criterial attributes we employed and could, in turn, 
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resolve some of the problems with respect to explaining 

variance. 

Although we have analyzed the distribution of the 

criterial attributes, we have not broached the question of 

how they intersect to form a predictable system. In other 

words, we haven't formulated the formal rules of age-grading. 

This is a product of trying to interpret the mechanical 

models of 242 informants. This too will have to be resolved 

statistically. By recoding the existing data, a factor 

analysis or a multidimensional scaling analysis will 

facilitate the construction of these formal rules. 

As with all anthropological endeavors, the intent is 

not to restrict the significance or the focus exclusively 

within one cultural system. Although this is neither the 

time nor place to make a comprehensive statement on a 

comparative ethnography of age-grading, we can made a state­

ment concerning the applicability of this methodology and 

point to possible comparative research strategies. Given 

that all cultural systems are age-graded, this methodology 

may be applied in all ethnographic settings. The criterial 

attributes, however, will vary from one cultural context to 

another. These emic criteria should be delineated on the 

basis of intensive ethnographic work with a few informants. 

This, in turn, can be evaluated statistically in much the 

same fashion as was done in American culture. Perhaps the 
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major limitation will be with respect to the issues of 

literacy which had to be faced in this research as well. 

Ethnographic generalizations, however, are much more 

difficult to come by. This is mostly a product of unevenness 

in ethnographic description. Most descriptions of age-grades 

(not age sets) are embedded in discussions of rites of 

passage an individual goes through with little or no 

reference to the criterial attributes used to discriminate 

cultural age. Thus, this material is, for the most part, 

not comparable with the data on American age-grading. None­

theless, if we take an "etic" rather than "emic" view we can 

examine age-grading as related to economic productivity and 

the domestic cycle within differing subsistence strategies. 

Among the Australian hunters and gatherers, the 

famed gerontracy (Eylmann 1902: 131) clearly seems to be 

related to the relative productivity of men and women. As 

Rose (1968: 206) states "The women tended to aggregate them­

selves around the men at the peak of their productive 

capacity and this tendency reached its maximum when the 

women had their greatest child-rearing burdens." Produc­

tivity, in turn, is related to a man's ability to draw 

alliances and to manipulate social relations which is 

associated with increasing age (Hart and Pilling 1960: 

51ff). For women productivity rested with reproduction and 

food collection activities. Although Hart and Pilling's 

data indicate that it is the oldest men who have the most 



wives, Rose (1968: 205) states that it is only the older men 

in the forties and fifties that have the most wives. Thus, 

we have the impression that prestige and influence increase 

with productivity which increases with social skills 

associated with age. This increases to a certain point and 

then sharply declines. 

Among the horticultural Tallensi, on the other hand, 

power and prestige is seen as increasing as one ages. The 

life-cycle is viewed as one of greater expansion of per­

sonality and power as an individual moves through certain 

rites of passage (Fortes 1959). This not only includes 

rites of passage in attaining adulthood, but includes death 

which gives one the greatest power as an ancestor of the 

lineage. This too is undoubtedly related to economic pro­

ductivity since as one ages culturally he has more input 

into lineage decisions and also probably has several sons 

to reinforce his position. Thus, we have a view of age as 

being associated with expanding power and prestige. 

The view of age is considerably different among the 

pastoral Fulani. Here the age grade structure is reflected 

in the formation and dissolution of the domestic unit which 

is simultaneously the productive unit. As Stenning writes: 

[It] is convenient to turn to the usages surrounding 
the dissolution of a family .... Sons have been 
born to him (the family head) and allocated cattle, 
which, in the normal course of events, have had 
their increase. His sons have shared the duties 
of herding . . . and as their power and skill as 
herdsmen have increased, the cattle allocated to 
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them have also increased. At the point . . . they 
have demonstrated their own powers of procreation, 
their allocations of cattle have been turned over 
to them on the formation of their homesteads and 
households .... They have ceased to be sons, but 
have themselves become husbands and fathers. 

But while these developments have been taking 
place, the father's personal power and skill as a 
herdsman and better have been waning .... Alloca­
t i o n s  o f  c a t t l e  h a v e  d e p l e t e d  h i s  h e r d  . . . .  
[With] sons and daughters married, the couple no 
longer constitute a family .... They no longer 
live in a homestead of their own .... The couple 
takes up residence as dependents each of his or her 
eldest son .... Old people in this situation 
spend their last days on the periphery of the home­
stead .... This is where men and women are 
buried. They sleep, as it were, over their own 
graves, for they are already socially dead (1958: 
99-100). 

Thus, age and associated power and prestige among the 

pastoral Fulani are clearly related to economic productivity 

and to the procreative cycle of domestic units. This view 

of the life-cycle is one of gradual expansion followed by 

a very sharp contraction. 

Among the Irish peasantry a similar relation between 

age, productivity, and procreation has been observed. The 

phenomena of celibacy and late marriage has been noted by 

several scholars (Arensberg 1937, Arensberg and Kimball 

1940). This results in a system of male age grading where 

"a man is a 'boy1 or a 'lad' until 40 years of age, an adult 

until 60 years, middle-aged until 80, and old-aged after 

that" (Messenger 1969: 68). The lateness of marriage and 

adulthood is attributed to the inheritance system. An 

otherwise adult male is denied his economic independence 
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until his father relinquishes his control over family 

resources. This he is not willing to do until it is abso­

lutely necessary. Upon marriage, the man assumes economic 

independence with the parents surrendering the family 

holding. The direction of this passes into the hands of the 

newlyweds (Messenger 1969: 72ff). Thus, economic produc­

tivity, the domestic procreative cycle, and the assumption 

of adulthood come late in the Irish peasant's life-cycle. 

These are but a few examples. The ethnographic 

cases, of course, are as numerous as the number of cultural 

systems that have been described. The intent here is merely 

to indicate that age grading is more than the listing of 

categorical breaks in the life-cycle. By examining either 

the criterial attributes (emic) or by looking at the 

economic productivity of individuals and the domestic 

procreative cycle, we may gain a greater understanding of 

age differentiation in any social structure. In explaining 

cross-cultural variation in age-grade systems we will 

perhaps find our most "powerful" variables related to 

economic and adaptive considerations. 

In the end we have raised more questions than we 

have resolved. We raised the issue of variance with respect 

to complexity within one specific domain of American culture: 

age-grading. Although Kay (1966) has discussed the issue of 

the organization of semantic domains on a more theoretical 

level, this endeavor is among the first to explore the 
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issue of variance statistically in a specific domain. We 

have also sought to delineate the bounds of the American 

age-grade system quantitatively through a distributional 

analysis of criterial attributes. As discussed above, the 

problems that remain to be resolved through future research 

are as follows: (1) an examination of complexity using other 

independent variables, (2) a consideration of intervening 

variables, (3) an intensive ethnography with a few informants 

to explore the question of the "reality" and relevance of 

the circumscribed criterial attributes used to distinguish 

age-grades, (4) the formulation of formal rules of age on 

the basis of additional statistical analysis, and (5) the 

development of a comparative ethnology of age-grading. 

In conclusion, aging is much more complex than 

simple accumulation of time units or years. American culture 

provides definite guidelines and expectations for the adult 

life-cycle. This is reflected in the terms, the categories, 

and the criteria upon which these are based. One ages 

culturally at a certain pace. Life-events occur and one 

ages. The expectability of these events results in the 

modest correlation between chronological and cultural age. 

It is on the basis of the transition from one role to 

another that one ages culturally. In other words, it is the 

sequential occupation of roles and statuses which is at the 

heart of the age-grade system. These are multidimensional 

and are in differing insitutional spheres of the complex 
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society of the United States. The cultural guidelines are 

fairly simple, but the resulting variations in the category 

systems are vague and full of complexities we do not yet 

fully understand. This is a problem, among others, that 

must be resolved through future research. 



APPENDIX A 

INITIAL CONTACT DOCUMENTS 

The following two documents are copies of the letter 

that we sent to each informant prior to being contacted and 

the Xeroxed copy of the article that had appeared in the 

Lafayette Journal and Courier concerning the research. 

These documents were to introduce the informant to the 

research problem, familiarize him with the project, and to 

encourage his participation. 
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RESEARCH PROJECT ON AGE-GRADING 

Christine L. Fry, Director 
408 S. 7th St. 
Lafayette, Indiana 47901 

Phone 742-8301 

Dear 

You have been selected to be a participant in a 
study on the role of age in contemporary American society. 
Research on this question is being conducted in Lafayette 
and West Lafayette. You may have read about this project 
recently in the Lafayette Journal and Courier. The support 
for this research is through a fellowship from the American 
Association of University Women. The director of the 
project, Christine L. Fry is an Anthropoligist, a Ph.D. 
candidate at The University of Arizona, and was a Visiting 
Lecturer at the Kokomo Campus of Indiana University.. 

One of the main concerns of the project is to 
understand how we as Americans view the adult portions of 
our lives. For example, we sometimes know of people who are 
identical in age, but one may seem to be older than the 
others. We are asking this question of what makes people 
old? Another issue we are exploring is how age affects 
relationships between people. The results of this study may 
provide insights into such age-related problems as the 
generation gap and the loneliness of the very old. 

In order to find the answers to these questions it 
is necessary to contact and talk to members of the community 
who are representative of that community. This is why I am 
writing to you. Either myself or a member of my staff will 
be contacting you within the next few days to ask for your 
participation in our research. 

This will involve a short interview which should 
take between 30 and 40 minutes. Your responses to our 
questions will be held in the strictest of confidence. Your 
identity will be revealed to no one. In addition, we are 
granting a small cash award to each person who participates 
in the study. 
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Should you have any questions concerning the 
project, or when you will be contacted, please feel free to 
call me at the above number. 

Sincerely, 

/s/ 

Christine L. Fry 
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What Makes People Old? 
PhD Candidate Seeks Answer 
By CHARLENE GIERKEY 

What makes people young 
and what makes them old? 

Christine Fry is trying to 
find out 

The cultural anthropologist 
is studying the "generation 
gap" in Lafayette and West 
Lafayette and one of her goals 
is to set up a base to begin 
examining the reasons why 
people identify themselves as 
middlc-aged, old or young. 

Mrs. Fry, of 403 S. 7th St., is 
a PhD candidate at the Uni­
versity of Arizona. The results 
of this research will be her 
dissertation and later a series 
of articles for scientific jour-
nals. 

As an example, she says 
that frequently people with 
children, in the eyes of oth­
ers, arc much older than poo-
pic of the same age without 
children. 

"Biologically everybody un­
dergoes the same aging pro­
ccss, but by eulture we take 
this basic biological proccss 
and start embroidering it/' 
she said. 

"I am looking at how we 
elaborate this biological pro­
cess. It's catlcd age grading. 
All people do it, but I don't 
think we Americans under­
stand why." 

That's what she's after. 

She'll be able to tell about 
the friendship relations here, 
as a result of her com­
prehensive study. "I'll also be 
able to tell specifically who 
people associate with as 
friends and how different age 
groups in Lafayette break up 

the ages into age brackets," 
she said. 

Exactly 300 people will be 
contacted within the n&xt few 
weeks to be asked if they are 
willing to give about 40 min­
utes to Mrs. Fry for testing. 
They were selected not at ran­
dom, but as a representative 
sample. 

She chose Lafayette for her 
study, not because she lives 
here, but because "It's right 
in the middle of America and 
fairly representative of this 
part of the country. This study 
may lead to a broader study," 
she said. 

Her two goals are to set the 
base to examine reasons why 
people identify themselves as 
either middle-aged or old, and 
to find how age affccts social 
relationships. 

She's not interested In any 
names or incomes of the 
people she interviews. There 
are no qualifications except 
the subject must be over 18. 
Those who participate get a 
small cash award for giving 
their time. 

Mrs. Fry's research is being 
funded through a fellowship 
from the American Associ­
ation of University Women. 
She also is a lecturer at In­
diana University, Kokomo. 

She uses cards and pictures 
and asks a few questions. The 
interviewing is to be done by 
Thanksgiving with the results 
due in January. 

She selected the 300 local 
residents by numbering the 
blocks on a Lafayette map. 
Then she selected, with the 
help of the city directory, 
what she knew as a represen­
tative sample. 
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CHRISTINE FRY 

Lafayette: The Middle of America. 



APPENDIX B 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR MAILING DOCUMENTS 

The following document is a copy of the instructions 

given to each interviewer concerning the mailing of the 

letters to informants. This constitutes a set of rules or 

standards which we tried to follow in initiating the contact 

with the informant. 

To All Interviewers: 

Instructions on Mailing Letters— 

1. Please type name of person after the word "Dear" on the 
form letter; e.g., Dear Mr. Smith. 

This will make the letter appear as though it was 
written just for him rather than being a form letter. 

2. Type the address on the front of the envelope and fold 
the letter making sure I have signed it and that the 
copy of the newspaper article is enclosed. 

3. Make a note on the address card (sample) of when the 
letter was placed in the mail (day/month). 

4. Allow at least one day to pass before trying to contact 
that person. Try not to allow more than one week to 
pass before making that contact. 

5. When you need more letters—call me in the evenings and 
I will get you as many as you need. 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEWER IDENTIFICATION DOCUMENT 

The following document is an example of a letter 

which each interviewer had as a part of his interview kit. 

This letter identified the interviewer with the project in 

case he should ever be asked for identification. 

128 



129 

INDIANA UNIVERSITY at KOKOMO 
2300 South Washington Street 

Kokomo, Indiana 46901 

Tel. No. 317-453-2000 

Research Project on Age-Grading 
408 S. 7th St. 
Lafayette, Indiana 47901 

October 27 , 1971 

To Whom it May Concern, 

This letter will introduce you to Bob Jeffers who is 
a Student in Sociology at Purdue University. He is 
currently working as a Research Assistant on the Research 
Project on Age-Grading here in Lafayette and West Lafayette. 
His duties involve contacting people in the community and 
asking them a few questions in the form of an interview. 

The reason he is contacting you is that you have 
been selected to participate in this study as a representa­
tive member of the community. It is very important that he 
have an opportunity to talk to you concerning the issues of 
our study. 

If you should have any questions concerning Bob's 
affiliation with this research project or on the specific 
goals of the study, please feel free to call me at 742-8301. 

Sincerely, 

/s/ 

Christine L. Fry 
Director 
Research Project on Age-Grading 

) 



APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

The following document is the Interview Guide. This 

combined with the documents found in Appendix E and Appendix 

F constituted the interview kit. These were the instruments 

used to measure the variables on age-grading. 
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INTERVIEW NUMBER 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

AGE-GRADING IN A COMPLEX SOCIETY 

This project is being supported by a fellowship 
from the American Association of University Women 

INFORMANT 

ADDRE S S 

INTERVIEWER 

DATE 

TIME 

CHRISTINE L. FRY, Director 
408 S. 7th St. 
Lafayette, 
Indiana 47901 

Phone: 742-8301 
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INTRODUCTION: 

(Interviewer's Instructions: The following is simply a 
suggested introduction to the interview. Feel free to adapt 
it to your own style for the sake of spontaneity. But 
please try to cover all the points contained in the intro­
duction below.) 

Hello, (informant) , I am (interviewer) 
I contacted you the other day concerning the research we are 
doing in the Lafayette area. I am currently a (academic 

position) at (institution) and working on this 
project concerning the role of age in contemporary society. 

The research problem we are concerned with is age. 
In particular, we are interested in the major adult age-
groups; the differences between these age-groups; how they 
are distinguished from each other; and, most importantly, 
how age affects social relationships and behavior. The 
research on this problem is being supported by a fellowship 
from the American Association of University Women. 

Your responses to our interview will enable a 
greater understanding of the role that age plays in American 
society. The answers you give to our questions will be held 
in the strictest of confidence. Your identity will be 
revealed to no one since the analysis will be done in 
tabular form with the use of statistics. The questions are 
not intended to be personal or to delve into your private 
life. 

The interview is designed to fall into two parts. 
The first is concerned with age-brackets or age-groups while 
the second is concerned with social relationships between 
people of these age groups. Before we begin the interview, 
you might have some questions. If so, I will be glad to try 
to answer them. 
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PART I: SECTION A: 

People classify other people according to a number 
of different things. For example, we classify people by 
sex. That is—male or female. We can classify people by 
the amount of money they have. Here we would have rich, 
poor, comfortable, and the like. We also classify people 
according to age. 

I have here several cards. Each card contains a 
description of a person who has accomplished several things 
or has had several things happen to him in the course of his 
life. I would like you to take these cards and on the basis 
of the brief description of the person on each card, sort 
them into the number of piles based on your guess regarding 
their approximate age or similarity in age-bracket. There 
are no correct number of piles or ways to sort and organize 
these cards. What we are interested in is how you would 
sort and organize the people described on these cards with 
respect to age. You might find it easier to arrange them 
in rough age-brackets ranging from younger to older. 

(Interviewer's Instructions: Answer the informant's ques­
tions concerning the mechanics of sorting the piles. Do not 
direct the informant in the sorting of particular cards into 
particular piles. Once the cards are sorted, ask the 
following questions and record the responses in the space 
below for each pile. Record the contents of the piles after 
the interview has been completed on the following page.) 

1. What would you call or what name would you give to the 
age-bracket or the age-group of the people you have 
placed in this pile? Are there any other words you 
might use to describe this general age group? 

2. Roughly, what would the age or range of age in terms of 
years of the people described in this pile? 

PILE Names of Reference Age Range Mean 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. (if needed go to next page) 
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Cont'd. 

PILE Names of Reference Age Range Mean 

6 .  
__ 

__ 
_ 

__ 

__ 

(Instructions: After you have left the interview situation 
record the content of the piles in the space below. ) 

PILE # CARDS CARD NUMBERS 

1. 

~2~. 

~T. 

~  

"77 
~i7 

io7 

ii7 
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PART I: SECTION B: 

The next section also involves the use of cards. 
These cards, however, contain pictures of things or personal 
styles which may or may not be associated with certain age-
groups or which may be used more frequently by people of 
certain age-brackets. I would like you to take these 
pictures, look at them, and if you can, associate them with 
an age-bracket by placing each on the appropriate pile we 
already have of people in certain age-groupings. If you 
feel there is no particular association, then place it in a 
separate pile. If you feel the item is associated with two 
piles, try to select one over the other. But if it is 
equally associated with both groups, then place the card so 
it covers both piles. 

PILE PICTURE NUMBERS 

1. 

IT 

~5T 

~4~. 

~5~. 

6 .  

~T. 

~i7 _ 

ioT 

H7 
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For those items which may overlap piles: (record as inform­
ant sorts) 

Pile #'s Picture # Pile #'s Picture # 

Instructions: Same as with Section A. Record after inter­
view. 
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PART I: SECTION C: 

We all have a sense of timing regarding at what age 
we should do certain things or when most people do these 
things. The following questions are concerned with the most 
appropriate age or range of age you would expect most 
Americans to do certain things. I will read an event to you 
—for example, graduation from high school—and you respond 
by giving me the approximate age in years that this usually 
occurs. In the case of high school graduation, this would 
occur at age ? 

1. The age at which a man marries. 

2. The age at which a man takes his first full time 
job. 

3. The age at which a man receives his first promotion. 

4. The age at which a man has the greatest responsi­
bility in his work. 

5. The age at which a man retires. 

6. The age at which a woman takes her first job. 

7. The age at which a woman gets married. 

8. The age at which a woman retires from her work. 

9. The age of a married couple when they have small 
children. 

10. The age of a married couple when they have school-
age children. 

11. The age of a married couple when their children 
leave home. 

12. The age of a married couple when they become 
grandparents. 

13. The age of a man or woman when one of them is 
widowed. 

14. The age of a man or woman when they must live with 
adult children. 

15. The age of a man or woman when they enter a 
nursing home. 
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PART II: 

The questions in the next few sections are not con­
cerned with age directly, but deal with people you know who 
are either of the same or a different age than yourself. 
The questions we have focus on people who are your rela­
tives, your friends, and people you know at work. 

PART II: SECTION A: 

The first questions I have are concerning your 
family. That is people to whom you are related by blood or 
by marriage. I will ask you to select from your relatives, 
three people who are of differing ages. We would like these 
relatives to be fairly close relatives in that you usually 
see them at least once a year or more frequently. 

(Instructions: If there is no relative of a particular age-
range, but the informant remembers a relationship with a 
relative who is now deceased and the age is appropriate, 
this may be substituted.) 

1. a. First select one relative who is roughly the same 
age as yourself. 

b. What is his (her) age? 
c. Does (he,she) live in the Lafayette area? 

relationship age sex Lafayette area 

d. About how often do you see your ? 

daily, weekly, monthly. yearly, other 

e. When you see your how do you address or greet 
(him,her)? 

nickname, firstname, kinterm, kinterm/firstname, 

o ther 

f. How does (he,she) address you? 

nickname, firstname, kinterm, kinterm/firstname, 

o ther 

g. Which of the following two statements best describe 
your relationship with ? 

1. There is a lot of give and take and much mutual 
sharing which over time tends to balance out. 

2. There is a lot of give and take and sharing, 
but over time one of us usually shares more 
because he enjoys it. 
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3. If neither, 

a. Name one relative who is approximately 15-30 years 
older or younger than yourself. 

b. What is (his,her) age? 

c. Does (he,she) live in the Lafayette area? 

relationship age sex Lafayette 

d. About how often do you see your ? 

daily, weekly, monthly . yearly, other 

e. When you see your how do you address or greet 
(him,her)? 

nickname, firstname, kinterm, kinterm/firstname, 

other 

f. How does (he,she) address you? 

nickname, firstname, kinterm, kinterm/firstname, 

othe r 

g. Which of the following two statements best describe 
your relationship with ? 

1. There is a lot of give and take and much mutual 
sharing which over time tends to balance out. 

2. There is a lot of give and take and sharing, 
but over time one of us usually shares a little 
more because he enjoys it. 

3. If neither 

• a. Name one relative who is at least 30 years older or 
younger than yourself. 

b. What is (his,her) age? 

c. Does (he,she) live in the Lafayette area? 

relationship age setx Lafayette 

d. About how often do you see your ? 

daily, weekly, monthly. yearly, other 

e. When you see your how do you address or greet 
(him,her)? 

nickname, firstname, kinterm, kinterm/firstname, 

o ther 
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f. How does (he,she) address you? 

nickname, firstname, kinterm, kinterm/firstname, 

other 

g. Which of the following two statements best describe 
your relationship with ? 

1. There is a lot of give and take and much mutual 
sharing which over time tends to balance out. 

2. There is a lot of give and take and sharing, 
but over time one of us usually shares more 
because he enjoys it. 

3. If neither 

PART II: SECTION B 

The next few questions I have are concerned with 
your friends. That is, people you generally associate with 
or do things together in your free time. 

1. a. Name three people you consider to be your friends or 
people you enjoy being with. 

b. What is (his,her) age? 

Name (not necessary age sex 

1 .  

2. 

3. 

2. Select the friend you feel the closest to. 

Indicate number 

3. How often do you see this friend? 

daily, weekly, monthly, yearly, other 

4. When you see (him,her) how do you address or greet 
(him,her)? 

nickname, firstname, surname, other 

5. How does (he,she) address you? 

nickname, firstname, surname, other 
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6. Which of the following statements best describe your 
friendship? 

1. Our friendship is completely complimentary. It 
is marked by equal giving and taking primarily 
because we enjoy each other's company. 

2. Giving and taking and generosity characterize 
our friendship, but for some reason it is not 
quite complementary. One of us always seems 
a little more generous than the other perhaps 
because he enjoys it. 

3. If neither 

PART II: SECTION C: 

Next I have a few questions about where you work. 

1. What is your current employment situation? 

employed, temporarily unemployed, recently un­

employed , on leave, disabled, unemployed, 

retired, other 

(Instructions: If working, retired, or temporarily out of 
work, go on to question #3. If the informant is a dependent 
or has not worked for the last 2 years, then go on to 
questions #2.) 

2. What kind of work does the main provider of your house­
hold do? 

(get specific job description—go on to Part II:Section 
D unless responding to 3a.) 

3. a. Are you the main provider of your household? 

yes, no (If no, go back to question #2 and 
then continue with the remaining questions of this 
section.) 

b. What kind of work do (did) you do? 

(specific job description) 

4. a. Name one person you know at work who is roughly the 
same age as yourself. 
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b. What is his (her) age? 

c. What kind of work does (he,she) do? 
Is this the same kind of work as yours? 

person age sex work position same 

d. About how often do you see at work? 

most of the time 
several times a day 
occasionally during the day 
a few times a week 
hardly ever 
other 

e. When you see how do you address or greet (him, 
her)? 

nickname, firstname, surname, other 

f. How does he greet you? 

nickname, firstname, surname, other 

g. Which of the following two statements best describe 
your relationship with ? 

1. Things seem to be generally relaxed with 
much giving and taking which more or less 
balances out over time. 

2. There seems to be quite a bit of giving and 
taking, but one of us ends up giving a little 
more perhaps because he likes to or because 
of the demands of the work. 

3. If neither 

Name one person you know at work who is approximately 
15-30 years older or younger than yourself. 

What is (his,her) age? 

What kind of work does (he,she) do? 
Is this the same kind of work as yours? 

5. a. 

b. 

person age sex work-position same 
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d. About how often do you see at work? 

most of the time 
several times a day 
occasionally during the day 
a few times a week 
hardly ever 

e. When you see how do you address or greet (him, 
her)? 

nickname, firstname, surname, other 

f. How does (he,she) greet you? 

nickname, firstname, surname, other 

g. Which of the following two statements best describes 
your relationship with ? 

1. Things seem to be generally relaxed with much 
giving and taking which more or less balances 
out over time. 

2. There seems to be quite a bit of giving and 
taking, but one of us ends up giving a little 
more perhaps because he likes to or because 
of the demands of work. 

3. If neither 

PART II. SECTION D; 

We have just a few questions remaining and these are 
mostly concerned with background information. 

1. What age bracket or age group would you place yourself 
in or consider yourself to be a member of? 

2. How old are you? years ( male. female) 

3. How many years in school did you finish? years 

4. What is your marital status? 

single, married, divorced, widowed, other 

5. (If other than single) Do you have any children? 

yes no (if no, go on to question 7.) 
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6. What are the ages of your children? 
1. 
2.  
3 . 
4 . 
5 . 
6 . 

7. If there were no other considerations to be made other 
than your likes and dislikes, what kind of car would 
you like to drive? 

8. What kind of car do you usually drive? 

That is all the questions I have. However, you may 
have thought of something we forgot or have some othei ideas 
on the question of age, age groups, and the relationships 
between people of the same or different ages. If you do, 
we would be very interested in hearing them, since this will 
help us in our research. 

This completes the interview. I thank you very much 
for your time and for your thoughtful answers to our ques­
tions. (Interviewer give the envelope containing the in­
formant fee.) Thisenvelope contains the small token of our 
appreciation for your time and your ideas which was mentioned 
when you were initially contacted. Thank you again. If you 
have any further questions you may contact: 

Christine L. Fry 
408 S. 7th St. 
Lafayette, Indiana 47901 

Phone 742-8301 

If you would like a preliminary copy of the findings 
of this survey, I will note this on the interview and you 
should get a copy in the mail as soon as they are ready. 



APPENDIX E 

CARD DECK OF HYPOTHETICAL PEOPLE 

The following two documents are a list of the 

criteria or the variables along which the informants 

generated their age-grade systems and the deck of cards 

which were based on these variables. 

Variables for the Generalized Descriptions 
of Hypothetical People 

Variables 

Sex 

Education 

Career 

Marital Status 

Children 

Nominal Category 

Male 
Female 

Not indicated 
High school graduate 
College student 
College graduate 

Not indicated 
Working 
In armed service 
A veteran 
First Promotion 
Great Responsibility 
Retired 

Not indicated 
Single 
Married 
Widowed 

Not indicated 
None present 
Present, but ambiguous 
Two, pre-school 
Two, school 
Two, high school 
Two, recent high school graduates 
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Variables Nominal Category 

Children 
(continued) 

Residence 

Two, recently married 
Two, married with children 
Two, in college 

Not indicated 
Family of orientation 
Non-kinsmen (non institutional) 
Family of procreation 
Empty nest 
With adult children 
Alo ne 
Institution 

The Card Deck of the Generalized Descriptions of 
Hypothetical People for the Generation of 

Age-Grade Categories 

Card 
Number Card Content 

01 A male, high school graduate, single, living with 
parents 

02 A male, a high school graduate, single, is working, 
living with parents 

03 A male, high school graduate, single, in the army 

04 A male, in college, single, a veteran 

05 A male, in college, single, living with a roommate 

06 A male, college graduate, working, married, no 
children 

07 A male, in college, married, no children 

08 A male, high school graduate, working, married, 
two pre-school children 

09 A male, a veteran, married, living with wife and 
children 

10 A male, recently promoted to a job of great 
responsibility, married, two children both of whom 
are in college 
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Card 
Number Card Content 

11 A male, recently received his first promotion at 
work, married, living with wife and children 

12 A male, working, married, two children who are 
recent high school graduates 

13 A male, recently promoted to a job of great 
responsibility, married, has two children all of 
whom are married and have children of their own 

14 A male, recently promoted to a job of great 
responsibility, married, two children both of whom 
have recently married 

15 A male, single, retired, living alone 

16 A male, widowed, working, living with adult 
children 

17 A male, widowed, retired, living with adult 
children 

18 A male, widowed, working, living alone 

19 A female, high school graduate, single, working, 
living with parents 

20 A female, high school graduate, single, working, 
living with roommate 

21 A female, college graduate, working, married, no 
children 

22 A female, high school graduate, married, two pre­
school children 

23 A female, college graduate, single, recently 
promoted to a job of great responsibility and 
productivity 

24 A female, married, has two school children, and is 
working 

25 A female, college graduate, married, two high 
school children 

26 A female, working, married, two high school 
children 
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Card 
Number Card Content 

27 A female, in college, married, two children who 
are recent high school graduates 

28 A female, working, married, two children both of 
whom have recently married 

29 A female, high school graduate, working, married, 
two children both of whom are married and have 
children of their own 

30 A female, widowed, working, and living alone 

31 A female, widowed, is retired and living alone 

32 A female, widowed, retired, living in a nursing 
home 

33 A female, working, married, two children both of 
whom are in college 

34 A male, a college graduate, recently promoted to 
a job of great responsibility, married and living 
with wife and children 

In the interview situation the above deck of cards 
was or had been shuffled prior to the informant's sorting 
activities. The numbers were used for the purposes of 
recording the data. These numbers were to be found on the 
backs of the cards. Hence, very few informants were aware 
of their existence. 



APPENDIX F 

CARD DECK OF MATERIAL SYMBOLS 

The following documents are of two kinds. The first 

is a deck of cards containing pictures of items that people 

may use. These were the cards that informants were asked to 

associate with the age-grades they had generated. The deck 

of cards contained in this appendix has been reduced by one-

half for spatial economy. The second is a list of the items 

with verbal descriptions of those items. 
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