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This paper reviews major methods used to formulate social policy. It advocates a value based approach in which the
narratives of seniors, their primary carers, their professional helpers and ethnographers who have studied aging
processes can contribute to policy formation. The paper concludes by outlining major issues that are encountered by
rural elderly populations as reflected in these narratives and calls for more narrative studies to supplement the
material currently available.

Policiesfor Senior Populations

The aging of the world population brings with it a need to develop and expand policies and
human services for seniors. In this paper | explore different ways to develop policies and human
services that will respond to the socid, physica, emotiond and spiritual needs of senior populations,
particularly those living in rurd and small town communities of industrid countries. After evaluating the
advantages and limitations of frequently-used methods of developing policies, | argue that, when
policies and services are developed, it is crucid to target issues of concern to seniors. Todo soitis
necessary to understand the aspirations of seniors and the aspects of their lives which they find most
difficult, aswdl asther preferred strategies for responding to their needs. The diversity of senior
populationsis highlighted. | draw particular attention to the diversity between seniorsin rurd
communities of developed countries. | suggest that the narratives of seniors are particularly vauablein

identifying agendas for policy makers and human service providers. | recommend that policy makers



and human service providers should root their policies and services in these narratives of seniorsor in

the narratives of people who have had close contact with them.

Policies for Senior Populations: Utilizing Existing Methods to Develop Policies

One way to develop paliciesfor seniorsin rurd communitiesis to consder different ways that
socid palicies are developed, and then emulate the method that is most competible with the needs of
these seniors. Dobelstein (1993) suggests there are three main methods for developing policy: the
behaviourd or rationd method, the incrementd policy method and the criteria or vaue-oriented mode!.
Each of these methods has advantages and limitations.

The firg method is the behavioural or rational approach. The policy maker adopting this
gpproach begins with a particular socid problem and then considers different ways of resolving it. The
mogt efficient, effective and economica method is selected and policies based upon the preferred option
are constructed. Thismoded is useful in highlighting the importance of basing socid policies on aclear
srategy to resolve socid problems. A problem with this method is it assumes that we know what these
socid problems are. Another problem isthat this method can underestimate the diversity of senior
populations in the western world. Gender, ethnicity, rural/urban residence and sexud orientation are just
some of the dimensions of diversity that influence how the aging processis experienced. There are many
differences in the resources available to respond to these socid problems and the behavioural or
rational method does not dways lead to the diversity and flexibility needed in policies. Findly, the
behavioural or rational gpproach has the limitation that it does not provide guidance about who

should be involved in the identification of socid problems or in the evaluation of socid policiesfor ther



resolution.

A second method is based on an incremental policy model. Policy-makers consider the
limitations of any exidting policies. Then samdl-scae changes are implemented and evaduated. This
method affirms the need to move dowly when new policies are developed. It does not help policy-
makers to decide which smal-scale changes should be made first, nor doesit suggest apolicy
development process or indicate the people who should participate in this policy development process.

The third method described by Dobelsteinis criteria or value-based. Gods are established
based on vaues. Then policiesthat will reflect these goals and values are formulated. This Strategy has
aoped. All socid policies are informed by underlying values. It isimportant to articulate these vaues. If
this strategy isto be adopted, many preliminary questions must be answered. Whose values should
inform policies? What process should be followed to develop value-based policies that are based on
needs? How should the needs of seniors be ascertained? In my view, the narratives of older people,
family members who provide persona care for seniors, human service workers, and ethnographers who
have gathered and andyzed stories about aging processes should be important guides for the
development of value-based policies.

Before reviewing some of these narrdtives, it is necessary to consder the demographic profile
of the world population, define the elderly population, review projected population trends over the next
few decades, and decide specific areas where policies may be needed. | consider these issuesin the

next section.

The “Senior” Population



The“senior” population is defined in different ways. Often 60 or 65 is taken as the age when
people become seniors. Sometimes other ages are taken - in the United Kingdom women are il
defined as senior after age 60 (the age a which they can draw State pensions) while men do not “retire”
until 65 - athough this gender difference will be phased out over the next few years. Frequently a
digtinction is made between the “young” and older seniors, the latter group defined as people over 80 -
the group considered most in need of health and socid services. On other occasions, seniors are defined
as people who have retired from full time employment. Whatever definition istaken, it is the oldest and
frallest people for whom policies are particularly important. Novak refersto this group asthe old-old
(1988, p. 61). Old-old people are increasing throughout the world - even in countries where the overal
population is stable or declining.

In February 2005, the United Nations collated demographic information and projections
worldwide and concluded that the world population will increase from 6.5 hillion to gpproximatdly 9.1
billion by 2050 (United Nations, 2005). There are large variations between countries. Almost dl of this
population growth will occur in the least developed countries or in the United States. Eight countries are
expected to account for half of the population growth (India, Pakistan, Nigeria, Democratic Republic of
the Congo, Bangladesh, Uganda, USA, Ethiopia, and China) and in 13 countries the population is
expected to triple over this 45 year period. Because of a low and sometimes declining rate of
population change, the populations of most developed countries are expected to remain quite static.

According to UN projections, by 2050 globd life expectancy is estimated to increase to 75
years (from 65 years today and 46 years in 1950-55). The rate of change in each region will be greetly

influenced by the HIVV/AIDS epidemic. In the 60 countries most affected by this epidemic the
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population aging will be dower. Indeed, in South Africa, the country with the highest prevdence of the
disease, life expectancy fdl from 62 yearsin 1990 - 1995 to 48 years in 2000 - 2005 and is expected
to further decline to 43 years before adow increase in life expectancy is expected to begin.

The UN estimates that globdly the number of people over 60 will triple between 2005 and
2050. This change will be noted throughout the world with particular change in developing counties
where 60% of the world’s over-60 population live today and where 80% of this age are estimated to
livein 2050. In developed countries the proportion of the population over 60 will increase from 20% to
32% of the totdl population.

How do these gtatistics assist the development of socid policies? In short, taking an arbitrary
age isineffective because of the diversity of people over 60 and the difference in resources available to
meet their needs. Knowledge about the age structure of the population does not provide answers to

guestions about the needs or the wishes of seniors.

Needs of Seniors

As people become older, particularly when they approach the age a which they will retire from
paid employment or the age a which they begin to need support from others to manage the chdlenges
of everyday living, anumber of areas of their lives may become problematic to them. Areas of the lives
of older people often addressed by policy makers and human service workers are financia affairs,
hedlth, housing, and socid rdationships
1. Financid

An aging population brings with it a decline in the proportion of people who are likely to be



economicaly active outsde of the home. Gee and Gutman (2000) caution againgt assuming thet al
people over 65 are retired and dependent on the state and that al adults below this age are employed
outsde the home. Gee (2000) cdlls attention to the diversity among the over-60s in Canada, many of
whom live comfortably with income from occupationa and Canada Pensions. Gee urges usto avoid the
age-blaming whereby the Canadian senior population, particularly the aging baby-boomers, are held
responsible for the federd debt and are defined as athreet to penson sustainability - a message that
Linda McQuaig has been giving to Canadians for severd years (for example, McQuaig, 1993).

Taking an arbitrary age - 55, 65 or 80 - and then defining dl people above thisage as
“dependent” is a gross overamplification. As Gee points out, in 1996 atotal of 372,415 Canadians
over the age of 65 had employment income and many between 20 and 65 were economically inactive
(Gee, 2000, p. 11). This pattern of aflexible retirement age is likely to continue. Many Canadians till
hope to retire at “freedom 55" (dthough early retirement was easier during the stock market boom in
the late 90s). Others express awish to remain in jobs that they love beyond age 65 or take bridge-jobs
“between their career and retirement for aslong as they choose or their hedth permits’ (Holloway,
2005, p. 3). Financial needs of the oldest and frailest seniorswill differ from those of younger and more
active seniors. The financid status of senior populations will vary and any policies will need to recognize
thisfact.

2. Hedlth

As people age, their hedlth needs increase. McPherson (2004) states that many older people

report one or more chronic illness. Chronic conditions that increase with age include arthritis and

rheumatism, hypertension and stroke, heart problems, respiratory diseases and cancer (p. 408). Pain,



and the drugs taken to dleviate pain, can cause problemsin deep, suppress appetite and lead to
depression and unclear thinking. Mohility, socid interaction, sense of well-being and qudity of life can
al be adversdly affected by pain and chronic iliness (p. 408). Policies are needed to respond to these
issues and to the seniors with sensory impairments that increase in old age (Ledie & Ledie, 2004).
Older populations will dso need more pdliative care services. Policies are needed, particularly for rurd
communities where hedth care resources are often in short supply or difficult to access.

Again there is diversity: older people will have differing hedth needs and they will have different
resources to cal on to meet these needs. A one-gze-fits-dl policy will be ineffective.
3. Housing

Housing dternatives for seniors are increasing. Many older people will choose to move house
after they are 65, athough agood proportion will chooseto remain in their family home, perhgps with
financid help from alodger or areverse-mortgage. For older people who choose to move, many
different housing dternatives are available. McPherson describes severd age-integrated and age-
segregated housing dternatives for older people with varying degrees of physicd ability (2004, pp. 219-
230). Age-integrated possihilities for older people who wish for independent living include houses,
goartments, condominiums, trailer homes and home-sharing. There are many age-segregated options as
well. The growth of North American retirement communities with arange of different housng optionsis
reflective of the aging population. Granny flats, retirement hotels, and seniors gpartments (with and
without wardens or care gaff) are other options. For the most frall or ill seniors are specid care homes,
nursing homes, long-stay hospitals and paliative care units. Many of these options are not availablein

rural settings.



How can policy-makers begin to formulate housing policies that incorporate dl of these
options? Are policies needed for dl these options? How should decisions be made? Who should
decide? How can the housing needs of rurd seniors be met without requiring them to move to urban
Settings?

4. Socid

Senior populations have many other needs. Should policy-makers intervene in regard to their
socid and even thar spiritual needs? Many older people chooseto trave after completing their years of
full-time employment. Should there be socid policies to address their needs and to assst them to in
resolving problems that they might experience when they are away from their homes? Some rura
seniors experience dmost complete socid isolation during the winter months (Y ork, K. 2005). Should
there be palicies in place to respond to this isolation? How much state intervention should exist to
protect the interests of senior populations who may be the victims of abuse - physcd, sexud and
financid? Should there be paliciesin regard to the spiritua needs of seniors? Who should participate in
the formulation of these palicies? How can poalicies be sufficiently broad and flexible to address different
needs, wishes and resources of senior populations?

In this paper, | have argued that there is a need to develop policies to respond to the growing
population of seniors. | have suggested that the formulation of these policies will be difficult because of
the divergity of the senior population in Canada, other developed countries and worldwide. | have
explored briefly the financia, housing, hedth and social needs of older people and have concluded thet
there are inadequacies in existing methods of policy formulation and many unanswered questions about

how and by whom policies should be developed. In the find section | will suggest how narratives can be



utilized or used more fully to develop relevant policies. Before doing so | will highlight some of the
gpecific issues often faced by seniorsin rurd settings in contemporary developed countries, particularly

North American countries.

Through arurd lens Developing policies for rurd seniors

Some policy makers and human service practitioners draw on models developed in urban
settings, models that do not aways fit with rurd redities (Randdl & Clews. 2001, p. 4). There are many
differences between urban and rurd settings throughout the world and there are d'so many different rurd
Settings, even in a particular country. Often human service practitioners who obtain work in rurd
communities do so immediatdy after quaifying. These novice workers may accept podgtionsto give
themselves experience to enable them to obtain work in “more interesting” urban communities. They
may have little experience of rura ways of life and approach their work informed by one of the two
meta- narratives about rurd settings - rura as an idedized “place to escape to” or rurd asthe dirty and
boring “place to escape from’ (p. 6). Rurd life is much more complex for rurd seniors than these meta-
narratives would suggest.

Even within developed countries, there isagreat variety of rurd settings (if rurd is defined as
communities having asmall population and alow population densty). Some rurd communities arelittle
more than dormitory suburbs for alarger town or city, others are the one-industry towns that die when
the large nationa or multinational company leaves, ftill other rurd communities are based on primary
economies such as farming or fishing. The economic bases will influence the needs of rurd seniors.

Rurd seniors condtitute a smal proportion, but till a 9zeable number, of dl seniorsin



developed countries. For example, according to the Canadian Council for Socid Development, 17% of
seniorslivein rurd settings (Auger & Tedford-Litle, 2002, p. 145). Thereis diversty among these rural
seniors. Some 29% of these seniors live done. The proportion of over-85sliving doneis greater - 50%
of angle women over 85 live done.

There are differencesin the rdationship of rurd seniors to the community in which they live.
Some rural seniors want to age “in place’ - the place where they have lived for the whole of their lives
(McKenzie, 2001, p. 74). Others are “retirement migrants’ who choose to move to asmal towns such
as Qualicum Beach or Parksville in Vancouver Idand, British Columbia, Canada - communities that
often have very high proportions of senior populations (McKenzie and Cloutier Fisher, 2004). Other
seniors move to “granny flats’ or other accommodations close to their adult children (sometimes
reluctantly). Seniors who age in-place will have an opportunity to maintain relationships and may draw
upon support networks within their community. Migrants who “escape” to areas with high proportions
of seniorswill have an opportunity to draw on the services that develop in these areas (if they can afford
them). Those who move to be close to their adult children will often have little if any socid network in
their new community and may need to draw upon their children for support - more than the seniors and
the children actudly want. Different services, and different policies underpinning the development of
these sarvices, will be needed for these different Stuations of older rurd people.

Rura over-60s or over-65s do not form a homogeneous group. Ther socid worlds will differ,
their needs will differ and the resources they are able to draw upon will differ. In light of this diversty,
how isit possble to develop policies and plan services for rurd seniors? In thefina section of this

paper | propose that a promising way forward is to congder the wishes of seniors and people who have
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the grestest understanding about seniors. The wishes of seniors are often reflected in narratives by and

about them.

A narrative approach: Current sources of narrative data

The issues and concerns of senior populations can often be didtilled from reading the narratives
that they write and tell about their lives. Ethnographers gather and collate narratives from and about
seniors. Other written narratives can be obtained from the writings of seniorsthemsaves. Narratives are
found in magazines written by and for senior populations. Other narratives are written by primary carers
or professond helpers of older people. | will summarize some of the main themes that have emerged
from a study of these documents.

An interesting organizing concept that underpins much narrative writing by and about seniorsis
“meaningful functioning”. “The concept of meaningful functioning, which has previoudy recaived little
atention in gerontologica research literature, isthat the overdl leve of life satisfaction that an older adult
reports experiencing gppears to hinge less on the state of his or her actud physica hedth than on the
ability (or ingbility) to participate in activities which he or she happens to find persondly meaningful, eg.,
reading, playing cards, vidting with grandchildren.” (Randdl, 2005). What then, are some of the
components of this“meaningful functioning”?

Ethnographic studies that combine narratives from many participants provide rich sources of
datafor policy makers who are consdering priorities. Canadian authors Auger & Tedford-Litle(2002)
identify shelter and living arrangements, income and financid supports, transportation, leisure and

recregtion, education and lifdong learning, sexudity, spiritudity, hedthcare and preparation for the end
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of life as mgor issues that are gpoken about by Canadian seniors (Chapter 4). Caregivers of seniorsin
one study identify time and stress management, the need to network with other carers, and training to
develop knowledge and skills needed to care for a senior as mgor concerns (pp 202-205). Drawing
upon world-wide literature, Seabrook (2003) adds widowhood, poverty, elder abuse, stereotyping of
seniors and particular issues faced by minorities as other issues of concern to seniors.

Some of the same issues are faced by rural and urban seniors. Narratives from rura seniors,
however, are more likely to contain themes of trangportation, socia isolation and paucity of formal
sarvices. One of Auger’srurd participants expressed concern about transport when her eyesight,
aready impaired through diabetes, deteriorated still further (cited in Auger and Titford-Litle, 2002, p.
163). McKenzie (2001) confirms Auger and Titford -Litle’ s view that transportation is a particular issue
for rura seniors. McKenzie adds that the paucity of forma services and few trained service providersis
aso aworry for rura seniors (2001, p, 78). Socid isolation is another concern of rura seniorsin
Saskatchewan, Canada (p. 78). Practice-narratives of socid workers in Canada often contain themes
of rura isolation. For example, one socia worker in New Brunswick reported that some of her rurd
older clients who live done rardly see other people in the winter months because they are afraid to leave
their homes (Y ork, 2005).

Narratives by seniors themsalves may contain important clues about the issues that concern
them, issues that policy makers and service providers should heed. The narratives contained in the songs
of “Raging Grannies’ indicate that socid issues of concern to younger Canadian people are dso of
concern to seniors. The “Raging Grannies’ sing songs such as “The Chemical Restaurant” to the tune of

“Alice s Restaurant” or:
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It must go. It must go
The nuclear plant at Lepreau
(By S. & T. Andrew, Fredericton Raging Granny to the tune of “Blessthem dl”)
or
For globd peace and judtice is the message that we bring,
the politicians tremble when the grannies gart to sng
(By LornaDrew to the tune of “MacNamara s band”).
or
Now people cry and children die
While rich men buy our weter
Cool clear water

(By Lorna Drew, Fredericton Raging Granny, to the tune of Clear Water)

It isnot only the “Raging Grannies’ who sing and write with enormous humour about issues that
they encounter as they grow older. Judith Viorst (2000) writes about changing relationships with
gpouses, adult children and childhood friends. She dso gives humorous trestment to the afflictions of old
age
A’sfor arthritis
B’s for bad back

Cisfor chest pains. Corned beef? Cardiac?
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D isfor dentd decay and decline
Eisfor eyedght - can't read that top line!

The Raging Grannies and authors such as Seabrook do not only identify concerns of older
people but they aso suggest clues about sources of the resiliency of seniors on which policy makers and
sarvice providers can build - humour, honesty, humility and courage.

Pressure groups for seniors are often useful sources of narratives that describe issues of concern
and drategies for resolving these issues. North American associations for older people - in the United
States AARP and in Canada CARP - act as pressure groups for seniors. These associations produce
magazines and have web-gtes containing narratives. In March 2005 the AARP web-site contained
aticles on family, housing, trave, finances, employment, health and wellness, and computing (AARP,
2005). The magazine 50+ from the sster organization CARP has the subtitle “the authoritative voice for
mature Canadians”. The May 2005 issue of the CARP magazine contained articles on “20 great places
to livein Canadd’ and “how to downsize to that smdl but perfect nest for two.” Another Canadian
publication entitled Good Times hills itsdlf as “The Canadian magazine for successful retirement”. The
May and June 2005 issues of Good Times contained articles on hedth, travel, gardening, finance and
VE Day Ceebrations. Many articles in these magazines are written by seniors. Others are based on the
narratives of seniors. A study of the articlesin these magazines, and also a study of some of the adverts
placed by commercia publishers, provides a useful ingght into the issues of concern to seniors -
athough it should be recognized that only the more affluent seniors would be interested in many of the
articles - such as those on expensive foreign travel or tax-saving methods. These magazines can dso

throw light on severd urban/rura differencesin needs and resources for seniors.
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Narratives of human service workers and narratives of seniors as interpreted by these workers
can dso assist policy makers and service providers to develop their agendas. Text books for sudentsin
human service professons contain professiona narratives about work with aging populations as well as
narratives by older people themselves. For example, arecent Canadian socid work text on working
with older peopleis divided into two main sections (Holosko & Feit, 2004). The first section on “direct
practice issues’ includes chapters on counsdlling, psycho-socid assessment, case management,
medication utilization, adcoholism, sensory imparment, HIV/AIDS, retirement planning, volunteering and
rurd elderly. In the second section, “sdlected practice settings” indtitutiona care, nurang homes, adult
day centres, private retirement communities, rehabilitation hospitds, asssted living complexes and
psycho-geriatric centres are consdered. A text by authors from the United States contains smilar
themes but also includes chapters on hospitd discharge planning, older people from ethnic minority
groups, leshian and gay elders, and disability and aging (Schneider, Kropf, & Kisor, 2000). The content
of these texts is often directly and indirectly based on narratives of seniors or narratives by socid

workers about their practice chalenges. The themes and overdl content are vauable for policy makers.

Developing anarrative model for policy and practice agendas

This paper has argued that socid policies are vaue-based, so a value-based mode for policy
development to address the needs of rurd seniors is more gppropriate than the rationd and incrementa
models described at the beginning of this chapter. | have proposed a centrd value, that our policies
should be based upon the expressed wishes of seniors themsalves and people such asther carers,

professona hel pers and ethnographic researchers. Thisis because these groups have the greatest insight
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into their needs. | have suggested that the growing numbers of seniors throughout the world highlights
the need to put policiesin place for seniors. In contemporary North America and Europe, where the
baby boom generation is reaching retirement age, the need to develop policiesis urgent. The UN data
shows that the projected increase in senior populations in less developed countriesis even gredter. In
Canada, approximately one sixth of seniorslive in rurd settings. The needs of peopleliving in rurd
settings often differ from the needs of urban populations o, therefore, specific policies for rurd seniors
are necessay.

Available literature suggests that rurd seniors have diverse needs and live in many different rurd
settings. It is chalenging to develop policies that will meet the needs of dl. Severd sources of narretives
by and about seniors have been reviewed to provide hints about the issues that many find important and
some of the policies that seniors might favour. However, much more work is needed. In particular, the
voices of more seniors need to be heard, in dl their diveraty, if our policies and the practices that derive
from them are to target the most important issues and suggest solutions that will be truly relevant for

seniors.
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