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Abstract 

This research considers the extent and qual ity of the citizenship of older New 

Zealanders in the "Thi rd Age" ,  a stage in the adult l ife cycle between the second 

age of careers, partnership and parenting and the fourth and final phase of (usual ly) 

increasing dependency. The study questions: whether  'senior c itizens' have 

access to the material and cultural resources to enable them to choose between 

d ifferent courses of action in their daily l ives; whether existing intergenerational 

relations enable them to appropriate substantive rights and responsibi l ities; and 

what are the relational practices and processes, the networks and affi l iations, 

through which citizensh ip may be 'performed ' by older people? This research 

was carried out with s ix groups of elderly people in a range of communities in the 

province of Hawke's Bay on the East Coast of the North Is land of New Zealand . 

The purpose of running six d ifferent focus groups, each over a six week period , 

was to generate d iscussion of the issues for older people as well as individual 

stories about the l ives of elderly people in particular local communities. The aim 

was to investigate the mean ing of old age for elderly New Zealanders by critically 

analysing the term 'senior citizen' . 

The study bu ilt on contemporary theories of ageing and citizenship ,  using a 

narrative collective l ife history approach in order to focus on older people's personal 

experience of policy, and the capacity for citizenship that they bring with them 

into old age. The study also identifies national and local government policies, 

nat ional and local organ isat ions ,  media representat ions of o ld  age, local 

communities, fami l ies and the attitudes of elderly people themselves as important 

influences on the extent to which they are able to exercise and enjoy their rights 

and responsibil ities as senior citizens. 

My central thesis is that senior citizenship depends on a civil society which supports 

autonomy and connectedness for al l its citizens. The balance between these two 

aspects of citizenship is cultural ly determined and sensitive to outcomes in a 

range of social domains over the l ife span . Recommendations focus on self

determination and social inclusion for older people through anti-ageist policies 

and practices at the national and the local level , and further research into the 

plans and aspi rations of sen ior citizens. 
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Preface 

In it ial ly my inspiration for this research project came from my experience of 

counsel l ing work with older people with visual impairment, trying to make space 

for the tel l ing of their stories and the "performance of (their) knowledges" as part 

of the "therapeutic endeavour" described by White and Epston (1989, p .  34) . I 

wanted to enable the older people in my study to speak for themselves, l iterally to 

" re-member" (ibid) the stories of their l ives. I have struggled interminably with the 

problem of how to choose the parts of their stories that wi l l  best convey their 

spirit, their creativity and their capacity for sen ior citizenship. I am grateful to 

them al l  for g iving so graciously and so generously of their t ime and energy, and 

their precious stories, to help me in my task. 

As a Pakeha woman and a member of the 'sandwich' generation I have also been 

influenced in my th inking about ageing and citizenship by my own ageing and by 

the l ife events that have occurred in my fami ly during the l ife of the research 

project. The increasing physical and mental frai lty and eventual institutional isation 

of my mother has enabled me to u nde rstand how d isem power i ng  and 

d ishearten ing these experiences can be  for an  older ·person and for fami ly 

members who are involved . During the time of writ ing the thesis, I became a 

mother-in-law and a g randmother. Other experiences too ,  such as hearing a very 

fit and independent acquaintance, on turning sixty-five, describe himself dejectedly 

as "on the scrap-heap" ,  even though he is sti l l working , have contributed to my 

questions, and my thinking about citizensh ip in the "Thi rd Age" .  

An experience which helped personal ise my th inking about citizenship and 

participation was the 2002 Well ington six ki lometer Round-The-Bays walk, in which 

I part ic ipated with several members of my fami ly. Th is event p rovided an 

opportunity for people of all ages and abil ities to share publ ic spaces in a way 

which was transitory but potentially community-bui lding. The experience provided 

me with an impression of what a society for all ages might look and feel l ike, and 

also helped clarify for me the interactive nature of the various spheres which 

make up 'civi l SOCiety ' .  Most importantly, it was accessib le to citizens of all ages . 

These and many other experiences have contributed to my evolving understanding 

of the concept of citizenship as a useful way of thinking about the relationship 

between older people and the society in which they l ive. 
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Central to the process and critical to my understanding and the development of 

my argument has been dialogue throughout with my supervisors, Professor Robyn 

Munford and Or Celia Briar. Cel ia has been a constant source of thoughtful and 

challenging insights , always stimu lating me to g reater depth of analysis. Robyn 

has been unfai l ingly available and supportive, whi le sti ll managing to encourage 

me just beyond where I thought I could go. My conversations with both of them 

have always been interesting , relevant, stimulating and fun .  Frequently they have 

helped revive my flagging spi rits and I am gratefu l to them both for their unfail ing 

support and for the sense they have g iven me that I was engaged in something 

worthwh i le.  I am gratefu l to my friend Kim ,  with whom I walked and talked . She 

offered many thoughtful insights , questions, suggestions and encouragement. 

Thanks also to Monica Skinner for her careful and thoughtful read ing and her 

helpfu l suggestions for improvements, and especially for provid ing the motivation 

I needed to produce a conceptual model of senior citizensh ip .  

My family have been amazing . John has kept me going through i t  all , bel ieving in 

me and encouraging me to bel ieve in myself. I am so grateful to him for his 

constant practical and emotional support and love . I am also very grateful to 

Susannah , Chloe, Daniel and Rosal ind for their suggestions, to Christopher for 

h is loving encouragement, and to Shaun ,  Helena and Simon for their tolerance 

and wil l ingness to engage with the issues I ins isted on raising .  I acknowledge 

with love the role of my parents and parents-in-law in teaching me how to be a 

grandmother to Isabella. The whole process has made me acutely aware of the 

importance of family in  performances of citizenship throughout the l ife cycle.  
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