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Abstract

Previous research suggests that a sense of meaning in life (MIL) contributes to physical
and psychological well-being among older adults. Given the positive outcomes associated
with MIL, it is important to identify sources of MIL and understand how MIL arises
among older adults. The increasing proportions of older adults engaging in employment,
volunteering, and informal caregiving suggests that it may be important to consider the
influence of these activities on MIL. Furthermore, while there is evidence that receiving
social support enhances MIL, there does not appear to be any research on the effects of
providing social support on an individual’s sense of MIL. This research examines
relationships between health, MIL, and volunteering, employment, and informal
caregiving, and the role of social support in these relationships among a sample of older
adults in Aotearoa New Zealand. In addition, this research aims to examine how different

aspects of caregiving relate to MIL among older adults who are informal caregivers.

This research was secondary data analysis of a large sample of community-dwelling older
adults in Aotearoa New Zealand. Relationships were examined using standard
quantitative statistical procedures with linear hierarchical regression being the primary
technique. MIL was found to be associated with psychological but not physical health
with the exception of older adult informal caregivers for whom MIL was associated with
both dimensions of health. Consistent with previous research, volunteering was associated
with higher MIL among older adults and this relationship was mediated by the provision
of social support. Results also indicated that informal caregiving may enhance MIL
indirectly through the provision of social support. However, no evidence was found that

participation in paid employment is associated with either higher or lower MIL. Among



informal caregivers, perceived social support was the only aspect of caregiving which
remained a significant predictor of MIL after controlling for demographic and health

variables.

The research suggests MIL is an important resource for the psychological health of older
adults, supporting the incorporation of MIL into psychological interventions for this
population. Volunteering and other roles which present opportunities to provide support
for others may be particularly effective for enhancing MIL. Further research is needed to
investigate how different aspects of employment relate to MIL in order to better
understand how employment may be structured to contribute to MIL. Considering the
socio-historical context in which older adulthood is lived out, the research contributes to
the growing body of literature on MIL, providing insight into how MIL might be

promoted among older adults.
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Preface
| have had a long standing interest in working with the older adult population, an interest
which formed the foundation for my research. In addition given the ageing population,
working as a psychologist I am increasingly likely to work with older adults in a clinical
capacity. It is important to ensure mental health professionals are able to meet the needs
of this population and provide effective therapeutic interventions. The focus on meaning
in life developed after reading the writings of Viktor Frankl, one of the first to theorise

about meaning in life, which | found extremely interesting and engaging.

With these foundations I started to form the current research project, reading key theorists
in this area to develop an understanding of theories regarding MIL, the current state of
MIL research, and the areas in need of further research. Concurrently, | began researching
ageing and older adulthood to gain an understanding of the current research in this area.
From my initial research | formulated tentative research questions and approached the
Massey University Health and Ageing Research Team (HART) who granted permission
and access to data from the Health, Work, and Retirement (HWR) study, the flagship
longitudinal study of the HART. A process of moving between the data and the research
ensued until my tentative research questions could be solidified, forming the primary
section of the research project: An Examination of relationships between MIL,
employment, volunteering, informal caregiving, and provision of social support. Further
research and examination of the data, suggested opportunities for additional research
questions and an additional two sections, examining health, meaning in life, and

caregiving, were developed to supplement and expand the core section of the project.



Table of Contents

LIST OF TADIES ...
Chapter 1: Older AdUITNOOM............coiiii e
1.1 What is Older AdUlthOOd?..........cccoveiiiiiiiie s 1
1.2 AN AQeING POPUIALION .......oiiiiiiiiii i 3
1.3 Perceptions Of Old AQE .....couoiiiiiiiiieieee e 6
15  Chapter SUMMAIY......cciiiiiiieie ettt be e s esteeaesreesneenee s 12
Chapter 2: Meaning iN Life........ccoieiiieieee e 14
2.1 TheorieS Of MEANING ......ccvciiiieie et 14
FRANKE Lo et 14
YAIOM Lttt bt reare s 16
Terror Management TREOTY ......c.oiviii i 18
Maslow’s Humanistic Perspective..............cccuvuiiuiieiieesieaiesieesesieeseesie e saesnesnens 19
Erikson’s Life Span PerSPective ...........ccccouuiiiioieiic it 19
BAUMEISTET ...ttt bbbttt bt be e 20
RelatiVISTIC PEISPECTIVE.....c..iiiieiiecie ettt 21
CUlture and MEANING ........cviieieitiie bbb 22
SUMIMEIY ...ttt b et b bt 23
2.2 The Construct of Meaning in Life.........cocoviiiiiiiniieeeee e 24
Situational and Global Meaning ...........ccovriiiiiieie e 25
Four DImensions Of MEANING .........coiiiiiiiiiieie s 26
Search for and Presence of MEaNING ..........cvoveiiierinine s 36
2.3 Meaning in Life and Well-being in Older Adulthood............cccceiiiiiiiirnnnnne. 37
2.4 Chapter SUMMAIY......ccoiiiiiiieieie sttt bbb 41
Chapter 3: Activity Involvement in Older Adulthood.............cccccooiiiiiiiiiiiice 42
31 EMPIOYMENT ... 42
3.2 VOIUNEEEIING .. eiiiiiiti ettt 48
3.3 Informal CaregiViNg ......ccoeeiiieiiieiie et 51
Caregiving Burdens and BenefitS.........ccccovieiiiiiii i 52
Caregiving and MEANING ........cc.viiiieiie it 54
Predictors of MIL among Informal Caregivers..........ccccoovevveiie e s e 57
3.4 Chapter SUMMAIY......coiiiieiii ettt e e esse e sreeabeesreeanneea 60

Chapter 4: SoCial SUPPOIT........ccoiiiiiiie et 61



VI

4.1  Social Support: Definition and OVEIVIEW ...........cccceveerenienieenieie e 61
4.2 Social Support and Meaning in Life ........cccooiiiiiiiniiieeee e 66
4.3 Weiss’ SOCIAl PrOVISIONS .......viiiiieiiiiecsiieessiie e esie e see e stee et e e sree e e snaeeanneeeens 67
4.4 Social Provisions ant MIL .........cccoiiiiiiiieiie e 72
4.5  Opportunity for Nurturance as a Mediator...........cccoovverineiienneie e 75
4.6 Chapter SUMMAIY ..ot 76
Chapter 5: Summary and Gaps to be Filled............ccooo oo 78
Chapter 6: The Current ReSEArCN............ccoiiiiiice e 81
B. 1 ATIMIS oottt nr bbb ne e 81
6.2  RESEArCh QUESLIONS ......ecviiiiieciie ettt ettt ettt s sree s be e beeenre e 82
6.3 HYPOLNESES ...t 82
Chapter 7: MELNOG.........ccooec e 88
7.1 The Health, Work, and Retirement Study: An OVerview .............ccceceevveeeennne 88
7.2 Participants and ProCEAUIE ........ccecveiiiii e 90
Sample size and statistical POWEN. .........ccccveviiieiieci e 90
7.3 Ethical CONSIABIALIONS. .....c..cviieiiriiiieiiieeeee et 92
CUltUral RESPONSIVILY ...t 92
INFOrME CONSENT .....eeeiieiecee ettt sre e nneenns 93
CoNFIABNTIAIITY ... 93
RISK OF HAIM ...t enne e e s 94
Dissemination Of FINAINGS........cooiiiiiiiiiiiee s 94
T4 IMIBASUIES. ...ttt ettt ettt ettt e ettt e en bt e bt e e e bt e e e nbbe e s naeeenneeean 94
Dependent VariabIes........ ... 94
Independent Variables ... 96
Demographic and control variables.............ccoooiiiiiii 99
Subjective CaregiVing ASPECTS.........ciiiiiirieieiee ettt 102
Objective Caregiving ASPECTS.......ccuiiiiiirieieie ettt 103
7.5 Datad ANAIYSIS ..vviiiiieciie et 105
Chapter 8: RESUITS.......ccuiiiiicce et 106
8.1 ResultsPart Aand Part B..........cccoiiiiiiiiie e 106
DAta SCIEENING ...vveeitie ettt e e et e e s e et e e sreeereenree e 106
DeSCrIPLIVE STALISTICS ..eevviiiieiiie et 110

BIVAriate ANAIYSES ......vieivieiiieiie et 112



VII

MUILIVAFTALE ANAIYSES ... .eoviiiieiiie et 115
8.2 RESUITS PAIT C ...t s 125
Part C: Predictors of MIL among older adult informal caregivers...................... 125
Data SCIEENING .....vevieiiteeiieieet ettt bbbttt sb et nne e 125
DESCIIPLIVE STALISTICS ......eveiiieiieieie e 127
BIvAriate ANAIYSES .......c.ooiiiiiieee s 129
MUILIVAFTAtE ANAIYSES .....eeviiieieie ettt nas 131
Chapter 9: DISCUSSION .....cuviivieiieeie sttt ettt e e te et e e et e e seestaenteaneesraenreens 134
0.1 OVEIVIEBW .ttt bbbttt ettt bbb 134
9.2 MIL and Relationship to Demographic Variables ..............ccccoevvviveieeieennenn 136

9.3 Part A: Replication of past research on the health benefits associated with MIL.

9.4 Part B: Examination of relationships between MIL, employment, volunteering

informal caregiving, and social SUPPOIT. .......cc.cccveiveieiieie e 143

9.5 Part C: Predictors of MIL among older adult informal caregivers ................. 155

9.6 Contributions, Limitations, Implications, and Future Research ..................... 161
RETEBIEINCES ...ttt sb bbb r e e e 173
Appendix I. Information Letter to Study Participants ............cccoceviveieiieeiieece e 214

Appendix 1. Research Case StUY .........cccueiviieiieiiiie st 216



VI

List of Tables

Table 1.

Labour Force Participation Rates for Adults Aged 65+ Across Selected OECD Member

L0011 o1 {1 44
Table 2.

Models Of SOCIAl SUPPOIT........cciiieiiece e 71
Table 3.

Five Stages of the Tailored Design Method............ccoeieiiniiiniiiieeee e 91
Table 4.

Demographic CharaCteriStiCS.........iviiiiiiiieiieie e 111
Table 5.

Descriptive Statistics for Outcome Variables...........ccccovoiiieii i, 112
Table 6.

Results of Bivariate Analyses Between Control Variables and Health Outcome Variables
....................................................................................................................................... 113
Table 7.

Results of Bivariate Analyses Between Control Variables and MIL .............ccccce..e.. 114
Table 8.

Results of Bivariate Analyses Between MIL and Predictor Variables ...........c..cc......... 114
Table 9.

Summary of Hierarchical Regression for Variables Predicting Psychological Health116

Table 10.

Summary of Hierarchical Regression for Variables Predicting Physical Health ........ 117
Table 11.

Summary of Hierarchical Regression for Variables Predicting MIL among participants in
PATD EMPIOYMENT. ..o bbbttt bt sbe e 119
Table 12.

Summary of Hierarchical Regression for Variables Predicting MIL...............c...c....... 120


file:///C:/Users/Admin/Documents/Documents/AA%20S1%202016/MIL/Drafts/Chapters/New%20folder/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc500407408
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Documents/Documents/AA%20S1%202016/MIL/Drafts/Chapters/New%20folder/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc500407409

Table 13.

Summary of Analysis for Opportunity for Nurturance Mediating the Effect of
VOIUNEEEITNG ON MIL ...t sre e e 122

Table 14.

Summary of Analysis for Opportunity for Nurturance Mediating the Effect of Paid
EMPIoyment 0N MIL ..o 123

Table 15.

Summary of Analysis for Opportunity for Nurturance Mediating the Effect of Informal
CaregiViNg ON IMIL.....c..oiiiiiee ettt b e saeeeeenee e 124

Table 16.
Demographic Characteristics of Caregiving Sample ... 128
Table 17.
Descriptive Statistics for Predictor and Outcome Variables...........ccccceveviieivniennnnee. 129
Table 18.
Results of Bivariate Analyses Between Control Variables and MIL .............cccceveee. 130
Table 19.
Results of Bivariate Analyses Between MIL and Predictor Variables ...........c..cc......... 131
Table 20.

Summary of Hierarchical Regression for Aspects of Caregiving Predicting MIL ....... 133


file:///C:/Users/Admin/Documents/Documents/AA%20S1%202016/MIL/Drafts/Chapters/New%20folder/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc500407444
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Documents/Documents/AA%20S1%202016/MIL/Drafts/Chapters/New%20folder/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc500407445

List of Figures

Figure 1. National population projections of adults aged 65+ by ethnicity. .................... 5

Figure 2. An overview of the HWR and measures used in the current research............ 89

Figure 3. Mediation model for opportunity for nurturance mediating the effect of

VOIUNEEETING ON IMIILL. ..o s 122

Figure 4. Mediation model for opportunity for nurturance mediating the effect of

informal caregiving 0N MIL........cccoooiiiiiii e 124


file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc516409163
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc516409163
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc516409164
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Jessie%20Smith%20Draft.docx%23_Toc516409164

