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ABSTRACT
This paper examines the distribution of personal resources - financial,
social, health and psychological - between age cohorts, sex groups and
social classes in a random sample of community elderly. As expected,
the young elderly, males and those from middle-class backgrounds have
a disproportionate share of three out of four of these resources, but for
social support the balance of advantage is reversed. When age, sex and
class are combined to yield eight subgroups, younger working-class
males consistently rank high on all resources and older working-class
females consistently rank low. Older middle-class females rank low on
all resources other than on close friends.

All groups experience a loss of nearly all resources over time, but the
size of the loss varies by sex and class. The decline in health and
functioning is particularly marked and provides evidence for the erosion
of earlier middle-class advantage - especially among females.

Introduction

After a long period of treating the elderly as a homogeneous group
social gerontologists are becoming increasingly interested in its internal
differentiation.1

The distinction between the 'young' and the 'old' elderly is now
commonplace and assumes considerable importance in discussions of
demand for health and social services. We know that compared with
those aged 65-74 those 75 and over have a greater number of
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long-standing health problems, they experience more illness2 and their
use of services is twice, and in some instances four times as great.3 We
also know that the old elderly are more likely to live in poorer housing4

and to have incomes below or on the margin of the state's standard of
poverty.5 But in other respects we know that by comparison with their
younger peers the 'old' elderly are advantaged; they have larger
families,6 are more likely to have a child living in the neighbourhood'
and are generally more satisfied with their lives.8

The basis for many of the differences between elderly males and
females lies in differential life expectancy. At age 65 a Scottish woman
can expect to live for another 15.7 years whereas a Scottish man can
only expect another 11.7 years.9 As a result of this greater longevity
elderly women are twice as likely to be widowed10 and three times as
likely to be living alone.11 Of course, elderly women are also more likely
to live alone because they were less likely to marry in the first place,
slightly over 10% of all women over the age of 65 being spinsters
whereas only 4 % of men over the age of 65 are bachelors.12 These
demographic differences between men and women have important
financial consequences. In his discussion of poverty among the elderly
Townsend shows that those never married and widowed have lower
incomes and fewer assets than those currently married.13 There are also
consequences for social support, all men over the age of 65 being twice
as likely as their female contemporaries to have a spouse and slightly
more likely to have a surviving adult child.14 Health constitutes another
source of inequality between the sexes. Elderly women report more
long-standing health problems, they experience more illness and they
report more GP consultations.15 Elderly women also seem to have
poorer psychological functioning than their male peers; they are more
likely to suffer loneliness,16 anxiety,17 to have weaker self-concepts18 and
lower levels of morale/life satisfaction.19

As far as class differences are concerned, both Wedderburn and
Townsend have shown that compared with elderly from non-manual
occupational backgrounds, those from manual backgrounds are less
likely to have accumulated savings, property and private pension rights
and, as a consequence, they have lower net disposable incomes and
lower net unit assets.20 The best evidence for class differences in the
health of the elderly comes from the General Household Survey (GHS).
Taking the incidence of long-standing illness as the best single indicator
of ill health, recent reports show that while the rates for those aged 65
and over show the same class pattern as is found in younger age groups,
the gradient is less pronounced. The overall evidence from GHS and
other sources suggests that those from middle-class occupational back-
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grounds enjoy a clear health advantage in later life.21 Evidence for class
differences in psychological functioning is rather sketchy.22 American
researchers have consistently found a direct relationship between
socio-economic status and morale,23 but other dimensions have not
received the same attention. The culture of poverty literature contains
numerous studies suggesting working-class - particularly lower working-
class - disadvantage, but since most of these studies are descriptive the
evidence is, at best, suggestive and inferential.24 This catalogue of
working-class disadvantage is partly offset by their greater share of
available family support. In this country both Shanas and Abrams, in
studies 20 years apart, have confirmed that by comparison with their
middle-class peers, working-class elderly have more children and more
siblings and are more likely to live with or near their close kin.25

The evidence reviewed indicates that we already know a good deal
about the ways in which the elderly differ from each other. Unfortunately
the evidence is scattered between a number of studies employing
difficult definitions and levels of analysis. The present need is for a more
systematic approach to these differences, and we feel that the concept
of 'personal resources' provides the basis for such an approach. By
personal resources we mean those reserves which individuals draw upon
when coping with difficulties. For present purposes we have identified
four categories of resource — income and savings, social support, health
and psychological functioning. The sense in which each constitutes a
personal resource is too obvious to require lengthy comment. Briefly,
income and savings serve as a basic resource in a wide range of
potentially stressful situations, obvious in those involving material
hardship, but also relevant and efficacious in those involving emotional
loss and trauma. Social support constitutes an equally varied resource,
ranging from specific services to more generalised forms of emotional
sustenance. The importance of health as a resource cannot be over-
emphasised. Taken for granted by the young, it becomes increasingly
problematic among the elderly and is one of the most important
influences on their overall satisfaction with life. Psychological predis-
positions such as morale, self-esteem and self-competence are generalised
resources primarily by virtue of their influence on the definition of events
and situations. Those with a strong sense of personal worth and
competence are less likely to perceive situations as stressful, and for those
which are defined in this way, they are better able to cope with them.26

Our selection and definition of these four categories of personal resource
is fairly typical of other attempts, although we must acknowledge that
it is not exhaustive — housing and education being two obvious
omissions.
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More generally, it is worth noting that the personal resources
perspective is becoming increasingly popular in social gerontology, and
George has recently utilised the concept of personal resources along with
that of personal coping to produce a general model of adjustment in
old age.27 In terms of our overall theoretical perspective we would
subscribe to this general model, but our immediate purpose is more
limited and modest.

Our primary aim in this paper is to describe the way in which
personal resources are distributed between age cohorts, sexes and social
classes in a random sample of the non-institutionalised elderly. Our
enquiry will be guided by three general assumptions which can be stated
in the form of working hypotheses:

(i) that personal resources diminish with age, i.e. that the 'young'
elderly (60-74) will have more than the 'old' elderly (75 + );

(ii) that elderly men have greater resources than elderly women;
(iii) that elderly men and women from middle-class occupational

backgrounds have greater resources than those from working-class
occupational backgrounds.
On the basis of the evidence we have already reviewed we would not
expect these hypotheses to be confirmed across all four resource areas,
but they represent our starting assumptions and we will revise them in
the light of the findings which we present.

Our secondary aim is rather more ambitious. We would like to know
how resources are distributed when age, sex and class are considered
simultaneously. For elderly populations such analyses are extremely
rare.28 If we treat men and women separately and distinguish between
the 'young' and the 'old' elderly and between those from middle- and
working-class backgrounds, we have eight age/sex/class subgroups:
young middle-class males, young middle-class females, young working-
class males, young working-class females, old middle-class males, old
middle-class females, old working-class males and old working-class
females. Our aim is therefore to identify those age/sex/class subgroups
which are best and worst endowed on each resource separately, and then
on the four resources overall. On the basis of our earlier assumptions
we would expect younger middle-class males to have most personal
resources and older working-class females to have fewest, i.e. if each of
the eight subgroups was ranked on resources, younger middle-class
males would always rank highest and older working-class females would
always rank lowest. Of course, our interest is not just in those ranked
top and bottom on each resource, we are also interested in those groups
which consistently have an intermediate ranking and those which are
high on some resources and low on others.
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Our third aim is more ambitious still, indeed, we have some
methodological doubts as to whether it should even be attempted. We
are interested in the differential loss of resources within old age, in
knowing whether women's resources diminish at a faster rate than
men's, and whether those of the working class diminish faster than those
of the middle class. We are particularly interested in the effects of ageing
on class differences. Is old age, as is often supposed, a social leveller?29

Or do class differences persist - perhaps even in an amplified form - into
extreme old age?30 The problem with such questions is that they require
answers based on longitudinal data. Only by interviewing the same
people at different ages is it possible to distinguish between the effects
due to their ageing and those due to the historical context or period
in which they have grown old.31 We do not yet have longitudinal data
and can only proceed if we are prepared to assume that all identified
differences between the 'young' and the 'old' elderly are attributable
to ageing itself. For most purposes this assumption is entirely unwar-
rantable, but our interest at the moment is speculative rather than
definitive. We want to use our cross-sectional data to sensitize us to
some of the changes which we will subsequently be able to study
longitudinally.

The Aberdeen styles of ageing study

Sample

The data reported in this paper were collected as part of the first stage
of a continuing longitudinal study of coping behaviour and adjustment
in later life. The target population consisted of all those aged 60 and
over living in their own homes in the city of Aberdeen. Sampling was
based on GP patient records and proceeded in two stages, random
selection of GPs preceding selection of patients. At the second stage
patients were stratified into twelve age/sex strata each containing 65
old people. Interviewing was completed in the first three months of 1980
and resulted in an achieved sample of 619 cases. This achieved sample,
containing almost equal numbers of males and females in each of the
five-year age cohorts, has been weighted by the appropriate fractions
to correspond with the age/sex distribution of the elderly population
of the city of Aberdeen. All subsequent figures are based on this
weighted sample.
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Class

We are well aware that occupation is only a rough indicator of class
position and that its use on an elderly population presents a number
of conceptual and technical problems which cannot be discussed here.32

We have, nevertheless, followed conventional practice and have classified
men and women with jobs according to their own main lifetime
occupations, and women who had never worked according to their
husband's main lifetime occupation. There was insufficient occupational
detail to classify seventeen (2.7 %) of the sample. We used the Registrar
General's six-fold classification and collapsed social classes I (Profession-
al), II (Intermediate), III (Non-Manual) and classes III (Manual),
IV (Semi-Skilled), V (Unskilled) to provide the conventional grouping
of middle and working class.

Measures

We have tried to use conventional measures wherever possible and only
those which are novel or composite are described in detail.

1. INCOME AND SAVINGS

Four measures are available:
(i) total household income per week;

(ii) total savings/investments;
(iii) feeling of financial security - respondents were asked to think of

the future and rate their feeling of security on a 4-point scale;
(iv) ease of obtaining emergency cash - respondents were presented

with a hypothetical emergency and asked how difficult it would be for
them to raise the sum of £200.

2. AVAILABILITY OF SOCIAL SUPPORT

Four measures are available, but it should be noted that they deal with
social support from a structural point of view only, i.e. whether a
potential source of support is present or absent, regardless of whether
it is likely to be called upon or offered:

(i) marital status, specifically presence/absence of spouse;
(ii) number of children living locally (within city);

(iii) number of siblings living locally (within city);
(iv) number of friends/significant others — i.e. those apart from

children and siblings whom respondents defined as being important to
them.
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3. HEALTH AND PHYSICAL FUNCTIONING

Four self-report measures are available:
(i) number of chronic conditions - respondents were shown a card

with 10 common chronic conditions (e.g. poor eyesight, arthritis,
'nerves') and asked about any other long-standing health problems or
disability;

(ii) number of acute symptoms experienced over last month -
respondents were shown a card with 15 common complaints (e.g.
indigestion, difficulty in sleeping, constipation) and asked if they had
experienced any of them over the last month;

(iii) number of difficulties in functioning - respondents were asked
if they experienced difficulties over a range of activities and tasks - from
socialising and shopping through tasks around the home to the
conventional activities of daily living;

(iv) overall rating of health — respondents were asked to rate their
overall health as poor, fair, good or excellent.

4. PSYCHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONING

Four measures are available:
(i) self-esteem - respondents were asked to indicate the strength of

their agreement/disagreement with the 10 statements in Rosenberg's
'Self-Esteem Inventory';33

(ii) self-competence - respondents were asked to indicate the strength
of their agreement/disagreement with six sentences concerned with
self-competence (e.g. 'When I make up my mind to do something I
expect to be successful', ' I sometimes feel I have little control over the
things that happen to me');

(iii) morale - a composite measure based on separate self-estimates
of happiness, worries, loneliness, anxiety and life-satisfaction;

(iv) health optimism - respondents were asked about the extent of
their agreement/disagreement with four sentences concerned with the
relationship between health and old age (e.g. 'It 's a fact of life that as
you grow old you also grow ill', 'There's a lot you can do to keep
healthy in old age').

Findings

Income and savings

It is notoriously difficult to obtain comprehensive and reliable informa-
tion on income and savings,34 and our data have most of the limitations
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reported in previous research. For example, 11.5% of our respondents
refused to divulge information on income and 23.3% on savings.
Moreover, many were unsure of the details of some sources of income.
These limitations notwithstanding, the data on household income and
savings provide evidence of substantial age/sex/class variation in
financial resources.

Overall, the 'young' elderly (60-74) have higher incomes and
savings than the 'old' elderly (75 + ), males have higher incomes and
savings than females, and those from middle-class occupational
backgrounds have higher incomes and savings than those from working-
class backgrounds. These differences are in line with our expectations,
and the reasons for them are comparatively well known.35 In relation
to our own data two comments are in order. First, the male-female
difference is not fully explained by their different marital situations -
most men being married and most women being either widowed or
single - because even when household income is controlled for marital
status (not shown on Table 1) females are still disadvantaged. A full
explanation of this female disadvantage would have to include differences
in average age as well as occupation-related differences in earnings and
pensions. A second and similar point can be made in relation to the
difference between classes. The middle-class advantage in household
income is not an artefact of household composition: indeed, the middle
class have a slightly lower proportion of two-person/two-pension
households. Again, the difference results from a combination of factors —
greater lifetime earnings, occupation-related pensions, annuities, lega-
cies, and so on.

If we turn our attention from' objective' reports of financial provision
to its subjective appraisal and assessment we can see that while the latter
tend to reflect the former, the match is by no means exact. Males
envisage less difficulty in obtaining emergency cash than females, and
those from middle-class backgrounds, less than those from working-class
backgrounds, but the cohort difference is less than we might expect on
the basis of differences in provision. When we examine overall feelings
of financial security there are clear class and cohort differences, but the
latter are in the opposite direction to that expected, i.e. it is the younger
rather than the older cohort which feels less secure. Sex differences are
negligible.

The combination of age, sex and class identifies the younger (60-74)
middle-class males and the older (75 + ) working-class females as the
extreme groups. This is as expected, but the differences are none the
less striking. None of our sample of younger middle-class males had a
household income of less than £30 per week and over 50 % had in excess
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of £60; by comparison over 60 % of older working-class females had
an income of less than £30 per week and none had in excess of £60.
Similarly with savings, only 4 .3% of younger middle-class males
compared with 42.3 % of older working-class females had savings of less
than £250. These group differences in income and savings are reflected
in estimates of difficulty in obtaining emergency cash, middle-class
males anticipating least difficulty and working-class females anticipating
most difficulty. However, it is worth noting that there is no cohort
difference, younger and older working-class females being equally likely
to experience some difficulty. When we examine group differences in
feelings of financial security the situation is rather different and contrary
to expectations. Overall, those from middle-class backgrounds feel more
secure, but it is the older rather than the younger group which feels most
secure. In the working classes there is a similar reversal; it is the older
rather than the younger group which feels most secure. This discrepancy
between objective situation and subjective perception has been noted
in previous research on the elderly,36 and may be explicable in terms
of the young and old elderly employing different temporal comparisons.
The young elderly are not only more likely to compare their current
with the pre-retirement income, but compared with their older peers
they are also more likely to feel that what they have has to last them
for a longer time. Thus despite their better 'objective' provision, it is
the young elderly who feel most insecure.

Social support

For three out of the four measures of social support — the presence of
a spouse and the number of children and siblings living locally - the
young elderly (60-74) have an advantage over the old elderly (75 + ),
males have an advantage over females37 and those from working-class
backgrounds have an advantage over those from middle-class
backgrounds.

For the fourth measure - the number of close friends - the advantage
is reversed: the old elderly having more friends than the young elderly,
females having more friends than males and those from middle-class
backgrounds having more than those from working-class backgrounds.

If we begin our more detailed examination of the eight age/sex class
groups by looking at those who still have a spouse, it is clear that class
differences are swamped by those stemming from age and sex. Younger
men are more than twice as likely, and older men more than four times
as likely to be currently married than women of the same age. These
differences are only slightly affected by social class, so that while

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0001000X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0001000X


T
A

B
L

E
 

2.
 

So
ci

al
 s

up
po

rt

M
ar

it
al

 s
ta

tu
s

M
ar

ri
ed

W
id

ow
ed

S
ep

ar
at

ed
/d

iv
or

ce
d

Si
ng

le
C

hi
ld

re
n 

liv
in

g 
lo

ca
lly

N
on

e
O

ne
T

w
o 

or
 m

or
e

M
ea

n 
(s

am
pl

e)
 

1.2
Si

bl
in

gs
 l

iv
in

g 
lo

ca
lly

N
on

e
O

ne
T

w
o 

or
 m

or
e

M
ea

n 
(s

am
pl

e)
 

1.
18

C
lo

se
 f

ri
en

ds
N

on
e

O
ne

T
w

o
T

hr
ee

 o
r 

m
or

e
M

ea
n 

(s
am

pl
e)

 
1.4

A
ge

60
-7

4

61
.4

24
.0 4-

3
10

.0

34
-7

35
-2

30
.1 1
.2

4
2

3
22

. 
g

34
.8 ••
3

33
-1

2
4

3
22

.5

20
.1 1.

4

75
 +

30
.8

54
-6 2-
3

12
.3

42
-5

29
-4

28
.1 1.

1

56
.8

21
.8

21
.4

0
.8

24
-9

26
.4

23
.1

25
.6 1.
6

M
al

e

77
.0

H
-3 2
.1 6.
6

3
6

9
33

-0
30

.1 '•
9

3
6

9
33

-0
30

.1 1
.2

38
.1

25
-9

19
-7

16
.3

1
.2

Se
x Fe

m
al

e

37
-2

44
-9 4-
5

•3
-4

37
-O

33
-8

2
9

2

1
.2

37
-0

33
-8

2
9

2

1
.2

2
5

9
2

4
3

24
.6

25
.2 1.

6

C
la

ss

M 47
-3

32
.8 5
°

14
-9

50
-7

33
-7

• 5
-6

0.
7

57
-7

21
.8

20
.5

0
.8

24
.4

22
.5

21
.6

31
-5 ••
7

W 55
-7

33
-3 2.
6

8.
4

2
9

2

33
-4

37
-4 i-
5

40
.6

23
-4

36
.0 ••
3

33
-9

25
.8

23
.0

17
-3 ••
3

M
al

e

M 82
.0 6-

3
6-

9
4.

8

55
-2

3°
-7

14
.1 0.

7

48
.0

34
-9

17
.1

0.
8

31
-4

2
7

3
20

.0

21
.3 1.
4

60
-7

4

Fe
m

al
e

M 42
.6

36
.9 6-
3

14
.2

44
-7

37
-i

18
.2 0.
8

61
.0

15
.0

24
.0 o-
9

27
.6

18
.0

1
9

8

34
-6 1.
8

M
al

e

W 81
.2

10
.6

0.
7

7-
5

3
'-

7
33

-6

44
-7 ••
3

36
.2

22
.3

4
1

5
i-

5

41
.4

22
. 

g

18
.2

17
-5 1.
1

Fe
m

al
e

W 50
.6

33
-5

5-
2

10
.7

22
.7

36
9

40
.4 ••
7

33
-5

26
.3

40
.2 1.

6

29
-3

28
.0

27
-9

14
.8 1.
4

M
al

e

M 75
-5

22
.7 0
.0 1.
8

40
.0

3
2

0

28
.0 1.

1

56
..

22
.7

21
.2 o-
9

•5
-6

47
-9

• 6
.5

20
.0 1.

4

75
 +

Fe
m

al
e

M 17
.6

51
-2

'•
5

29
-7

60
.2

30
-7

9-
i

0.
6

60
.9

22
.2

16
.9

0.
7

13
-7

20
.6

27
-5

38
.2

2
.1

M
al

e

W 5
8

'
33

°
1.

6

7-
3

30
-5

33
-4

36
.1 1.
4

56
.2

2
1

9

2
1

9
0

.8

42
.6

29
.2

19
.2 9.
0

1
.0

Fe
m

al
e

W 17
-5

73
-9 2-
7

5-
9

37
-"

26
.0

36
9

1.
4

53
-9

20
.6

25
-5

0
.8

24
.4

24
.8

24
-3

26
.5 ••
7

a" !_ ies a'

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0001000X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0001000X


194 Rex Taylor and Graeme Ford

younger middle-class males emerge as the most advantaged, and older
working-class females as the least advantaged, neither group are
distinguished from their class peers by more than a single percentage
point. However, if we go on to examine group differences in the
percentages of those who are widowed and single, class effects become
more pronounced, and they provide some confirmation for our initial
assumption that the older working-class female is indeed the most
disadvantaged. Concentrating on the older cohort of women we can see
that while those from working- and middle-class backgrounds are
equally unlikely still to have a husband (17.6%, c.f. 17.5%), those from
middle-class backgrounds are less likely to be widowed (51.2%, cf.
73.9%), mainly we suspect because so many more of them have
remained single (29.7 %,cf. 5.9%). Our observation is truistic, but since
there are grounds for regarding widowhood as a more vulnerable status
than spinsterhood,38 it does identify the older group of working-class
females as the most disadvantaged.

If we turn our attention from the availability of spouses to the
availability of children the pattern of advantage/disadvantage is rather
different, most of the variation being explicable in terms of class rather
than age or sex.

The fact that the working class have more children living locally is
a direct consequence of larger family size (a mean of 2.3 surviving
children compared with middle-class mean of 1.6), but it is also a result
of their geographical immobility. When age, sex and class are combined
it is the group of younger working-class females which is the most
favoured, with an average of 1.7 children living locally, and the group
of old middle-class females which is the least favoured, with an average
of only 0.6 children living locally. We have already seen that this latter
group contains a high proportion of spinsters, and this undoubtedly
explains part of their disadvantage.

Moving from children to siblings, those in the younger cohort are
more likely (mean 1.3) to have brothers or sisters living locally than
those in the older cohort (mean 0.8), and those from working-class
occupational backgrounds are similarly advantaged (mean 1.3) in
relation to their middle-class peers (mean 0.8). This class difference, like
that already observed for children, is also a consequence of class-related
differences in family size and geographical mobility. The subgroups
most and least favoured are, once again, younger working-class females
(mean 1.6) and older middle-class females (mean 0.7).

Our information on spouses, children and siblings has been combined
to provide an overall index of available family support. Defining those
without any of these potential forms of family support as the least
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favoured, we find that they constitute a higher percentage (20.4) of
older middle-class females than of any other subgroup. Correlatively,
defining those with both a spouse and a child living locally as the most
favoured, we find they are most numerous among younger working-class
males, constituting 61.5% of this subgroup, and least numerous-
indeed totally absent — among older middle-class females. Moreover, if
we look at those who only have access to a sibling — probably the least
dependable of the three forms of family support under consideration — we
find that they constitute a higher percentage (22.2) of this group of older
middle-class females than of any other subgroup. It is therefore the older
middle-class female who emerges as the most disadvantaged overall, the
family support available to her being considerably less than that
available either to her male class peers or to her working-class sisters.
However, we shall see that this disadvantage is partly offset.

Kin are not the only potential source of informal support, most
respondents reporting at least one close friend. We have already seen
that the distribution of these close friends reverses the balance of
advantage — from young to old, from male to female, and from working
to middle class. Consequently it is not surprising to find that older
middle-class females have more close friends than any other group. It
is not just that their average number of friends is greater (2.1) than that
of any other group; they are also least likely to have no friends and most
likely to have three or more friends. Thus their disadvantage in
available family support is offset by their advantage in having close
friends. In effect, there is a form of substitution, friends for family
members. On the basis of the age, sex and class differences already noted
we would expect younger working-class males to report fewer friends
than any other subgroup. It is, in fact, the older group of working-class
males which reports fewest friends, and though the overall difference
between them and their younger peers is rather small, their likelihood
of having three or more friends is substantially less. This falling-off in
friends between the younger and the older cohort only occurs among
working-class males, all other groups reporting an increase.

The age, sex and class differences which we have found in friendship
have, of course, been noted in previous research. The sex difference
reflects the totally different situation of men and women in later life,
most men being married and most women being unmarried, i.e. either
widows or spinsters. There is some evidence that widowhood, the
experience of most elderly women, promotes friendship;39 by contrast
retirement, the experience of most men, often terminates friendship.40

On our evidence this termination would seem to be more common
among males from working-class backgrounds. Overall class differences
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in friendship are usually explained in terms of working-class people -
of all ages - preferring to restrict their social life to family members.

Friendship notwithstanding, there can be no doubt that it is the group
of older middle-class women which is most disadvantaged in terms of
available support. This is worth stressing, because in most discussions of
the elderly the class dimension is ignored and all elderly women are held
to be disadvantaged. By comparision with elderly men this is of course
true, but we have seen that within the older cohort of women those from
middle-class backgrounds have fewer social resources than their working-
class peers.

Health and physical functioning

On all three 'objective' measures41 - number of chronic conditions,
symptoms and difficulties - our general expectations are confirmed and
the health advantage lies with the younger over the older cohort, males
over females and middle class over working class. This general pattern
of advantage is also found in the fourth measure - subjective
self-ratings.42

If we begin our more detailed examination of the eight age/sex/class
groups by looking at chronic conditions, contrary to our expectation
we find that it is the group of older middle-class females which is most
disadvantaged, having an average of 3.4 conditions. By contrast, and
in line with our expectations, those reporting fewest chronic conditions
(mean 1.6) are the younger middle-class males. The pattern is similar
for symptoms experienced over a 4-week period, older females reporting
most (mean 3.8), but it is the older rather than the younger middle-class
males who report fewest (mean 1.8).

In Table 3 chronic conditions and symptoms have been examined
separately, but since both are important components for health a
combined measure is desirable. This has been constructed by trichoto-
mising symptoms and conditions (low, medium and high) and reclassi-
fying cases into five illness categories:

(1) those with no chronic condition and no symptoms;
(2) those with a medium score on conditions and symptoms;
(3) those with a high score on symptoms but a low/medium score

on conditions;
(4) those with a high score on conditions but a low/medium score

on symptoms;
(5) those with a high score on both conditions and symptoms.

If we define those in category 1 as a health elite and those in categories
4 and 5 as near invalids we find that the group of younger middle-class
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males contains the highest proportion of the former (18.6%) and the
lowest proportion of the latter (9.3%). By contrast, the group of older
middle-class females contains none of what we have denned as the health
elite and 36.5 % of those we have denned as near invalids. Between these
two extremes, other groups contain the following percentages of near
invalids: younger middle-class females (10.6); younger working-class
males (13.2); younger working-class females (24.7); old middle-class
males (17.1); old working-class males (17.7) and old working-class
females (35.6).

If we return to Table 3 and examine differences in functioning we
find the previously noted health pattern repeating itself; the group of
younger middle-class males reporting fewest difficulties (average 0.6)
and, once again, the group of older middle-class females reporting most
difficulties (average 4.9). The difference between the latter group and
their working-class peers is substantial, the older middle-class women
being less likely to report no difficulties at all (3.0%, cf. 11.8%) and
more likely to report five or more difficulties (53.5%, cf. 45.3%).

Self-ratings of health reflect the 'objective' differences already
reported by age, sex and class. Thus, if we compare those in the younger
with those in the older cohort it is the former who are less likely to rate
their health as poor or fair and more likely to rate it as good or excellent.
Similarly, if we compare men with women it is the men who are less
likely to rate their health as poor or fair, and more likely to rate it as
as good or excellent. Class differences are less marked, but the
comparison reveals a general tendency towards middle-class advantage.
Of the eight age/sex/class groups the younger middle-class males have
the highest self-ratings and the older working-class females have the
lowest.

Psychological functioning

Of the four separate resource areas under consideration psychological
functioning is least affected by age, sex and class. There are differences,
but they are less marked than we have observed for the other resource
areas.

For three of the four measures - self-esteem, self-competence and
health optimism - those in the younger cohort score higher than those
in the older cohort, and for all four measures - morale included - males
score higher than females and those from middle-class occupational
backgrounds score higher than those from working-class occupational
backgrounds.

If we begin our more detailed examination of the eight age/sex/class
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groups by looking at self-esteem scores we can see that while the overall
differences are relatively small, the highest-scoring group are the older
middle-class males (mean 31.2) and the lowest scoring are the older
middle-class females (mean 29.3).

Differences between subgroups on self-competence scores are equally
small; younger middle-class males have the highest mean score (17.8)
and older working-class females the lowest (16.6).

Differences between subgroups on morale scores are more substantial.
Older middle-class males have the highest mean score (32.5) with well
over 50 % scoring in the 34-38 range. By contrast, older working-class
females have the lowest mean score (28.9) with almost 45% scoring in
the 0-28 range.

Health optimism, an original measure designed to tap subjective
appraisal of the possibility of remaining healthy in old age, is more
strongly affected by age and class than by sex. Younger middle-class
males have the highest mean score (14.6) and older working-class males
the lowest (12.9). But perhaps more revealing than the group averages
is the overall distribution. Two findings are particularly noteworthy:
the high percentage (50.6) of high scorers among younger middle-class
females, and the equally high percentage (49.1) of low scorers among
the older working-class females. The 'optimism' of the former and the
'pessimism' of the latter do, of course, reflect their 'objective' health
situations.

Discussion

Our analysis so far has focused on each resource area, and we have found
that our initial assumptions have been confirmed; most personal
resources do diminish with age, men tend to have more than women
and those from middle-class backgrounds tend to have more than those
from working-class backgrounds. The major exceptions are found in the
various forms of social support: those in the older cohort reporting more
friends than those in the younger cohort, women reporting more
friends than men, and those from working-class backgrounds reporting
more local children and siblings than those from middle-class back-
grounds. Having reviewed the evidence by each resource 'domain'
separately, we will now draw on all 'domains' in order to rank the
subgroups and to say something about changes over time.
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Inequalities between subgroups

As far as the eight age/sex/class groups are concerned the pattern of
advantage/disadvantage is clearly complex. On some of the available
measures our initial assumptions about the best- and worst-endowed
groups have been confirmed, while other measures have yielded rather
unexpected results. Given this complex and variable pattern it is
desirable that we range across all four resource areas to obtain an overall
view of the differences existing between the eight subgroups. Basically,
what we want to know is which group is most and which group is least
disadvantaged overall ? Assuming the equal importance of each resource
area and, even more questionable, the equal validity of each of the
measures we have adopted, we shall attempt to answer this question
in two ways.

The first approach is summarized in Table 5 where, as can be seen,
we have rank-ordered the subgroups on those resource variables for
which we have mean values. The advantage of this approach is that
it provides an immediate indication of overall advantage/disadvantage.
For example, it is immediately clear that our initial assumptions are only
partly confirmed; the group of younger middle-class males has higher
overall rankings than any other subgroups, but the group of older
working-class females is not demonstrably more disadvantaged than the
group of older middle-class females. We can also see that the group of
younger working-class males consistently ranks rather high on most
variables - never ranking below fourth position and never ranking
above second position. Another group worthy of attention are the
younger working-class females. While they rank above all other groups
on kin support, they rank rather low on all other measures, and must
be seen as the most disadvantaged group in the younger cohort.

Despite the advantage of giving an immediate overall impression, this
ranking approach gives no indication of the size of group differences
on each of the variables. When these are small, as they are here, it tends
to exaggerate overall differences. Our second approach, based on
subgroup deviation from the sample mean, overcomes this problem.
Looking at Table 6 we can see that only one subgroup is consistently
betteroffthanthesampleasawhole - thegroupofyoungerworking-class
men. Younger middle-class males also emerge as an advantaged group,
only falling below the sample mean in the availability of social support.
The two groups of older females provide a sharp contrast, neither group
ranking better than the sample as a whole on more than two out of the
twelve resource variables. If we want to discriminate between these two
groups to identify the one which is more disadvantaged we have to
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T A B L E 5. Rank ordering of subgroups on resource variables {means)

Resource variables

Income
Currently married
Local children
Local siblings
Close friends
Chronic conditions
Symptoms
Functioning
Self-esteem
Self-competence
Morale
Health optimism

60-74

Male

M

1

1

7
5
6
1

3
1

2

1

2

1

Female

M

4
6
6
3
3
2

2

2

4
5
6
2

60-74

Male

W

2

2

4
2

2

3
4
3
3
3
3
4

Female

W

7
5
1

1

7
6
6
4
6
4
7
5

Male

M

3
3
5
4
5
4
1

5
1

2

1

3

75 +

Female

M

5
7
8
8
1

8
8
8
8
7
5
6

Male

W "

6
4
2

7
8
5
5
6
5
6
4
8

Female

W

8
8
3
6
4
7
7
7
7
8
8
7

T A B L E 6. Subgroup deviations from sample mean ( + = better than;
— = worse than)

Resource variables

Income
Currently married
Local children
Local siblings
Close friends
Chronic conditions
Symptoms
Functioning
Self-esteem
Self-competence
Morale
Health optimism

Male

M

+ 16.61
+ 0.30
-0-54
-0 .32
-0.07
+ 0.74
+ 0.70
+ I-35
+ O.73
+ 1.62
+ 0.23
+ 0.76

60-74

Female

M

+ 7.18
— 0.10

-039
— 0.27
+ 0.32
+ 0.54
+ 0.71
+ 0.93
+ 0.18
— 0.07
-0 .80

+ 0.66

Male

W

+ 2.41
+ 0.29
+ 0.11
+ 0.31
+ 0.32
+ 0.48
+ 0.56
+ 0-97
+ O-39
+ 0.19
+1.02
+ 0.06

Female

W

-5-45
— 0.01

+ O-45
+ O-39
-0 .09
-0 .30
-0.51
+ 0.52
-0 .15
+ 0.09
-0 .83
— 0.06

Male

M

+ 2.78
+ 0.23
-0 .14
— 0.27
— 0.01
+ 0.36
+ 1.07
+ O-35
+ 0.92
+ 0.31
+ 2-54
+ 0.20

75 +

Female

M

— 0.41

-0-35
-0.63
-0 .48
+ 0.60
-1.07
-0 .94
-2 .89

- 0 9 5
-0 .38

+ O-43
-0.11

Male

W

-5-44
+ 0.06
+ 0.23
- 0 3 7
-0-45
+ 0.15
+ 0.19
-0 .83
+ 0.06
-0.15
+ 0.89
— 0.90

Female

W

— 12.61

-o-35
+ 0.22
- 0 3 3
+ 0.23
-0.87
-0.94
- 2 . 1 7

- 0 4 5
— 0.56
-1.07
-0.72

examine each resource area in turn. For income it is obvious that it is
the working-class group which is massively disadvantaged, but for social
support it is equally obvious that it is their middle-class peers who are
most disadvantaged. As far as health is concerned there is little
difference between the two groups, but for the final resource area -
psychological functioning - the middle-class group has a slight overall
advantage. The limitations of this kind of approach notwithstanding,
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we would therefore have to conclude, in line with our initial assumption,
that the older working-class females constitute the single most disad-
vantaged group.

Inequalities over time

Having data on the personal resources of a younger and an older
cohort we would like to be able to say something about differential
resource loss over time. We are, as we have already said, particularly
interested in knowing whether sex and class differences gradually erode
or whether they persist, or even increase in extreme old age.
Unfortunately, with our cross-sectional data we cannot be confident
that any cohort differences we identify would be explicable solely in
terms of ageing. We must await our longitudinal data for definitive
answers; in the meantime, our purpose is purely speculative. We will
examine differences in resources between the two cohorts and, assuming
that they are attributable to ageing, assess whether the evidence points
to the amplification or erosion of earlier social differences. Our overall
purpose will be to identify those changes which look as if they might
be worth testing on longitudinal data.

Table 7, based on differences between cohort means, summarises the
evidence. If we start at the top of the table with income we can see that
there is an overall decline with age, but a class differential is only present
for females; i.e. working-class females, but not males, experience a
greater decline than their class peers. Thus, as far as income is
concerned, there is no evidence of social levelling; indeed, for females
earlier class differences are amplified. For the three social support
variables there is no similar decline; on the contrary, there is an increase
in the number of close friends and, for middle-class males, in the number
of local children and siblings. Overall, those from working-class
backgrounds experience a greater decline than those from middle-class
backgrounds and women experience a greater decline than men. Thus,
with social support we have our first evidence of social levelling, but
it is very slight and it is important to note that it is brought about by
the loss of earlier working-class rather than middle-class advantage.
Moving on to health and functioning there is an overall decline with
age, but this decline is greater for those in the middle than for those
in the working class. We shall comment on this pattern in more detail
later; for the moment we must note that it provides us with another
example of social levelling, only in this case it results from the loss of
earlier middle-class advantage. Change in psychological functioning
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T A B L E 7. Cohort differences between means for selected variables ( + = in-
crease, — = decrease between younger and older cohorts)

Variables

Household income
Local children
Local siblings
Close friends
Chronic conditions
Symptoms
Difficulties
Self-esteem
Self-competence
Morale
Health optimism

Male

M

-13-83
+ 0.40
+ 0.05
+ 0.06
-0 .38
— 0.36
-1 .70
+ 0.19
-0.31
+ 1.31
-°-55

W

- 12.63
+ 0.13
-0.68
— 0.07

-Q-33
-°-37
-1 .81

-°-33
-°-34
— 0 . 1 3

-0 .96

Female

M

-2 .82
— 0.24
— 0.20
+ 0.28
-1.61
-1 .66
-3.82
- ' • ' 3
— 0.31
— 1.22
-0 .77

W

- 7 . . 6
— 0.23
— 0.72
+ 0.32
-°-59
— 0.42
— 2.70
- 0 . 3 0
-0 .65
— 0.23
— 0.64

presents a more complex pattern. For males it is the working classes
which experience the greatest decline; indeed, in the middle class there
is an increase in morale and self-esteem. Consequently, there is no
evidence of social levelling for males. For females the class differential
is reversed and since it is the middle class which experiences the greatest
decline, we are presented with further evidence of social levelling.

Overall, then, while the process of change is clearly complex, and the
differences which we have observed are small, we have rather more
evidence of social levelling than we have of the amplification of earlier
social differences.43 Of the two patterns of social levelling which we have
identified, that through loss of earlier middle-class advantage seems
more common, and the best example we have is provided by the group
of older middle-class females. If our cross-sectional findings are supported
longitudinally it is apparent that they constitute an important and
barely recognised low-resource and potential-risk group. There can be
no doubt that women from middle-class occupational backgrounds
enter old age with more resources than their working-class peers. They
have greater financial resources, they report fewer illnesses, think of
themselves as healthier and have a greater sense of health optimism.
Indeed, it is only in terms of social support that they are disadvantaged.
It would seem that with increasing age their financial advantage
remains relatively unaffected but they entirely lose their earlier health
advantage, and in their seventies and eighties report more chronic
conditions, symptoms and difficulties than their working-class peers.
This change in the balance of advantage is reflected in self-ratings of
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health (Table 3). In the younger female cohort 30.1 % of middle class
and 39.2 % of working class have either Poor or Fair self-ratings, in the
older cohort the respective figures are 64.3% and 54.8%, increases of
35 percentage points for the middle class compared with only 16
percentage points for the working class. Thus, as far as health and
functioning is concerned there would appear to be a real sense in which
elderly middle-class women 'catch up' with their working-class peers
in extreme old age. We hope that our longitudinal data will establish
whether this is indeed the case.

Conclusion

The present paper represents only a modest beginning in our under-
standing of inequalities in the distribution of resources in old age. We
have concentrated on description rather than statistical analyses and
we have been forced to study changes over time on the basis of
cross-sectional data. A definitive analysis would, of course, require
longitudinal data. Our own continuing study will eventually provide
such data but it is unlikely to be available until the middle of the decade.
On the positive side we hope that we have succeeded in demonstrating
the utility of the concept of personal resources and in laying the
foundations for subsequent work on the more detailed identification of
those most at risk or in need.
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the death rate of social class V is about twice that of social class I. In extreme old
age the identification of class differentials is very complex, but we can assume that
those from working-class origins continue to have somewhat higher mortality rates
than those from middle-class origins. Thus, all samples of the elderly, our own
included, are samples of survivors, from which working-class males are dispropor-
tionately missing. The longer any study proceeds, the greater the effects of
survivorship - including the reduction of class differentials.
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