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Subjective Age -ii-

Abstract

Past research indicates that as individuals age, they begin to perceive themselves
as subjectively younger than their chronological ages (Linn & Hunter, 1979; Montepare
& Lachman, 1989; Staats, 1996). The present study examined four classes of predictors
of chronological-subjective age discrepancies in both older aﬁd younger adults, ages 21
to 95: (1) psychological, four sources of self-efficacy, self-esteem, and life satisfaction;
(2) ageist stereotypes; (3) health factors, the number of health conditions, exercise
(perceived & objective measures) and perceived health, and; (4) demographic
characteristics, gender, chronological age, retirement status and marital status.
Discrepancies between chronological and subjective age were investigated using a
modified version of the Cognitive Age Scale items of feel-age and look-age. Contrary to
prediction the psychological variables were not the strongest predictors of chronological-
subjective age discrepancies. Perceived health and perceived activity predicted fee/-age
discrepancies, whereas perceived activity and self-efficacy (mastery experiences),
predicted Jook-age discrepancies. Supplementary analyses indicated that all age groups
reported feeling younger than their chronological ages and that there were psychological

benefits associated with feeling subjectively younger.
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Subjective Age |
Predictors of Chronological-Subjective Age Discrepancies

in Younger and Older Adults

Chronological age does not always cormrespond with how young or old an
individual feels. Subjective age is the term used to describe the age that
individuals perceive themselves to be, relative to their chronological years.
However, many additional variables may also be more important when
interpreting an individual’s subjective age. In fact, subjective age is often
considered to be multidimensional and more meaningful than the total number of
years lived (Barak, 1987). Hubley and Huitsch (1994) refer to subjective age as
an “age” that may include the limits set by an individual’s social, psychological
and physical experiences in life. Subjective age may better predict psychological
and physical functioning when compared to chronological age, although this has
not yet been established.

It is essential to make a distinction between subjective age and *“functional
age,” because the latter primarily examines biological or functional markers of
aging (e.g., grip strength, cholesterol levels, or blood pressure). The goal in
functional age research is to determine an individual’s “true” biological age,

based on a number of these indices. In contrast, one of the goals in subjective age
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Subjective Age 2
research is to discover variables that predict discrepancies with chronological
age, rather then pinpointing a formula that predicts the rate of biological aging.
In addition, research on functional age often incorporates measures of
psychological performance (Heron & Chown, 1967, Dirken, 1972) and
personality (Finkel, Whitfield, & McGue, 1995), which makes it similar to
subjective age. The present study focused on psychological and biological

predictors of the discrepancies between chronological and subjective age.

[ - Subiecti
Subjective age has an impact on the everyday lives of older adults. An
important life decision and future life trajectory may be influenced by an
individual’s perception of age. Staats (1996) conceptualized subjective age as an
attitude that leads to intentions to act and subsequent behaviors. To investigate
the impact of these proposed attitudes on everyday life, Staats examined
subjective age reports in relation to work-related issues. She found that older
adults had a more youthful bias in terms of their work-related capabilities. They
felt that they could perform their job well regardless of their chronological age.
Older adults also showed an older bias in regards to their peak time for work-

related accomplishments. They felt their peak job performance occurred later on
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Subjective Age 3
in life. Based on these two findings, Staats concluded that older adults use a
“self-age optimization bias,” wherein optimistic self-views help maximize one’s
position on the life trajectory. Using employment as an example, this bias would
enable an individual to remain in the work force for a longer period of time.
Employers may therefore be imposing a disservice on individuals by setting a
specific chronological age for retirement (e.g., 65 years). An individual may still
perform well and feel as capable as they were at 35 years old. In contrast, older
adults who feel subjectively older than their chronological age may withdraw
from the workforce at an earlier age.

It is possible that the self-optimizing bias applies to other areas of life as
well, such as health and mortality. Indeed, seniors who perceive themselves to be
in good health, despite any medical problems, have been found to reduce their
risk of mortality (Idler & Kasl, 1991). Individuals may bring their actual health
status into line with their self-perceptions of good health, thus reducing the risk of
mortality. Subjective feelings of youth may have a similar effect. Feeling
subjectively older than one’s chronological age may lead to a reduction in other
activities as well, such as social outings or recreation. Thus, one can see the
significance these subjective reports may have in everyday life and why this is an

important area of research.
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Subjective Age 4
Not all researchers agree on the utility of subjective age as an indicator of

functioning associated with aging. Staats et al. (1993) posited that perceiving the
self as younger than one’s chronological age may not be healthy because this bias
may represent a denial of actual aging. For example, the denial of health
problems that require limitations in one’s lifestyle may aggravate health concerns.
Small discrepancies between chronological and subjective age may thus have
positive implications. Uotinen (1998) suggested that having an equivalent
chronological-subjective age may actually be an indication of personal

acceptance and healthy adjustment to aging.

Measurement

Chronological-subjective age discrepancies have not been measured in a
consistent manner across studies, and this inconsistency may be responsible for
contradictory results. Barak and Stern (1986) reviewed the literature and
identified five commonly used methods of measuring subjective age: cognitive
age, stereotype age, identity age, comparison age, and feel/age. One method of
measurement, referred to as cognitive age originates from the research of
Kastenbaum, Derbin, Sabatini and Artt (1972). Barak and Schiffman (1981)

developed the Cognitive Age Scale, based on the concepts of Kastenbaum et al.,
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Subjective Age S
which allows the respondent to rank the self in reference to other age groups.
This scale uses the dimensions of “feel-age,” “look-age,” “do-age™ and “interest-
age.” For example, “I fee/ as though [am ____,” and “I do most things as though
I were inmy ____". Respondents indicate the age group to which they feel they
belong from a list of age categories ranging from 20 to 80 years of age (i.e., 20's,
30's, 40's, etc.). The items are then added together and divided by four to create a
| composite score. Barak and Schiffman found only a moderate degree of
correspondence between the four dimensions and chronological age, indicating
that each item captures a distinct aspect not found in chronological age alone. In
addition, the correspondence with chronological age across the four dimensions
! showed definite variations (i.e., for individuals in their 50's there was 44%
agreement with look-age and only 32% with interest-age). One advantage of the
Cognitive Age approach is simplicity, both for researchers to score and for the
{ | respondents to answer. One suggested improvement for this method is to allow
( respondents to give a numerical open-ended response. Important information
( » may be lost when responses are limited to a set of categories (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 1996). The present study incorporated a modified version of the Cognitive
Age Scale items feel- and look-age. However, the findings were not interpreted

to reflect the concept of cognitive age. Instead, the findings represented the

/
(
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Subjective Age 6
discrepancies between chronological and subjective ages, and were interpreted as
either youthful or older depending on the direction of the discrepancy.

A second method, referred to as stereotype age, was developed to deal
with the potential drawback of social desirability with single-item response
measures. However, Hubley and Hultsch (1994) recently found that a single item
measure, similar to stereotype age, was not correlated with socially desirable
responses in older adults. Thus, older adults were not reluctant to give a truthful
response. The stereotype age method uses semantic differential item lists and
respondents rate how old they “feel” on each item. For example, Burke and Tully
(1977) used fifteen bipolar items such as “insecure-secure,” “ineffective-
effective,” “inactive-active™ and “sick-healthy.” The respondents rated how
closely the items described an o/d or middle-aged person and myself.
Discriminant function analysis was used to determine which items best
discriminated between the two age categories. These items were then applied to
the ratings of myself to create a personal subjective age score. The semantic-
differential approach allows the researcher to tap into an individual’s subjective
age indirectly, thus dealing with the possible problem of social desirability.
However, this measure is difficult to administer and has little empirical support in

terms of reliability and validity (George, Mutran & Pennybacker, 1980). In
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Subjective Age 7
addition, information may be lost because the terms “middle-aged” and “old”
may have different meanings for individuals.

A third method for measuring subjective age is referred to as identity age.
To measure identity age, one question is given wherein respondents rank
themselves in comparison to other age groups. One example of 2 question to
determine identity age is “Do you consider yourself young, middle-aged, or old?”
(Logan, Ward & Spitzes, 1992). Thus, a respondent is forced to choose between
very general age categories and a tremendous amount of information is lost. All
three age concepts may have differing meanings between individuals. For
instance, one individual may consider the chronological age of S0 to be old, while
another may consider the age of 98 to be old. Without a precise numerical age
measurement, as determined by the respondent (e.g., I feel 73 years of age.), there
is nothing to compare the subjective reports with. Since subjective age is relative
to chronological age, regardless of how it is measured, the scores calculated
would be practically meaningless.

Another general method of measuring of subjective age is comparison
age. Again, one question is presented and respondents rate themselves in
comparison to their own chronological ages from a limited set of responses (e.g.,

“I feel older, the same or younger than my real age™; Baum & Boxley, 1983).
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Subjective Age 8

Feel age is the fifth method indicated by Barak and Stern (1986). This
method is similar to cognitive age but requires that respondents give a numerical
response to one question regarding how old they feel. Unlike the Cognitive Age
Scale, the question is determined by the researcher and therefore varies across
studies. For example, Underhill and Caldwell (1984) posed the question, “What
age do you feel on the inside?”, leaving the response open to the participants. In
contrast to measures where a forced category response is required, feel/age elicits
a numerical response. Thus, the potential loss of information from using pre-
chosen categories is minimized. Applying this method (open-ended response) to
the Cognitive Age Scale, may prove to be the most accurate measure for
calculating chronological-subjective age discrepancies.

A method that Barak and Stern (1986) did not mention in their review of
the subjective age measures was the subjective time experience. This method has
only been used once, by Cooper, Thomas, Stevens and Suscovich (1981).
Subjective time experience is calculated by a projective device referred to as the
“experimental clock.” This clock does not have hands, but contains standard 12
hour intervals on the face. Respondents are asked to draw the hands on the face
of the clock to estimate, (a) the amount of time they feel they have lived and (b)

the time left in their life span. Scores are then calculated using a formula that

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Subjective Age 9
uses actuarial life span figures, the respondents’ chronological ages, and their
projective estimates (indicated by the hands). However, the reliability and
validity of this measure have not yet been demonstrated, and problems with the
interpretation of projective measures undoubtedly apply.

Finally, two methods that have been recently developed (Barak & Rahtz,
1999) can be added to the list of subjective age measures. “Perceived youth”
reflects the proportion of the discrepancy between chronological and cognitive
ages. The perceived youth measure has the advantage of facilitating researchers
to contrast the proportion of the life-span characterized by the discrepancies
between various age groups. The proportion of these discrepancies are important
to study, since fifieen years are a smaller portion of life for an eighty-year-old
than a thirty-year-old. Perceived youth is computed by dividing the combined
total of the four Cognitive Age Scale items by chronological age, and further
multiplying by one hundred. The scoring for this new method is very
straightforward and simple. A higher, positive score would imply greater levels
of self-perceived youth, whereas a negative score would represent the self-
perception of being old. In addition, Barak and Rahtz developed the feeling-old
scale, based on the item “I feel old.” The respondents reply based on and a six-

point Likert scale which ranges from one (disagree) to six (agree). It is posited by
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Subjective Age 10
Barak and Rahtz that this scale captures the magnitude of youth, with each point
reflecting equal increments in feeling old or youthful. This new scale is an
improvement over categorical response formats used in previous research. The
earlier categories used have been much too general (e.g., younger, middle-aged &
older) for elucidating a precise estimate of perceived youth. The feeling-old scale
not only gives a more precise youth estimate, but also answers the question, how
much younger? Finally, this scale is very simple to administer and easily scored
by the researcher.

One important measurement concern for the aforementioned methods is
restriction in range: few respondents define themselves as “old” (George et al.,
1980). Thus, researchers can only examine one side of chronological-subjective
age discrepancies. The small number of individuals who report feeling
subjectively older are excluded by researchers from most analyses. In summary,
there are many different ways of measuring subjective age and chronological-
subjective age discrepancies. Therefore, it is not surprising that the findings are
sometimes inconclusive or contradictory (see Table 1). The present investigation

will focus on discrepancies between chronological and subjective age.
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Subjective Age 11

Di ies B o logical and Subiective 2

Numerous researchers have found that most older adults perceive
themselves as approximately 10 to 15 years younger than their chronological ages
(Barak & Gould, 1985; Barak & Stern, 1986; Cooper et al., 1981; Goldsmith &
Heiens, 1992; Linn & Hunter, 1979; Logan et al., 1992; Markides & Boldt, 1983;
Montepare & Lachman, 1989; Staats, 1996, Underhill & Caldwell, 1984,
Uotinen, 1998). There is a consensus in the literature that older adults tend to
feel subjectively younger than their chronological years. However, there are four
areas in subjective age research where there have been inconsistent findings and
disagreement among researchers. These areas of inconsistency include: (1) the
patterns of discrepancies across various age groups, (2) the potential benefits of
feeling subjectively younger than one’s chronological age, (3) gender differences
in age discrepancies and, what is most important, (4) the predictors of
chronological-subjective age discrepancies. Again, it is possible that
contradictory findings emerged because of inconsistent measures of subjective

age.

span. One question in subjective age research concerns the discrepancies
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Subjective Age 12
between chronological-subjective ages across the life-span (e.g., for young,
middle-aged, and older adults), (Bames-Farrell & Piotrowski, 1989; Cooper et al.,
1981; Goldsmith & Heiens, 1992; Henderson et al., 1995; Montepare &
Lachman, 1989; Underhill & Caldwell, 1984; Uotinen, 1998). Indeed, differing
patterns in the discrepancies between chronological-subjective age have been
found at various ages, although the findings vary across the aforementioned
studies. The only consistent finding is that most older adults tend to report
youthful subjective ages.

Montepare and Lachman (1989), Barnes-Farrell and Piotrowski (1989),
Underhill and Caldwell (1984) and Goldsmith and Heiens (1992) found that
younger adults and teenagers typically view themselves as subjectively o/der than
their chronological ages. One possible explanation for this finding may be that
young adulthood is a period of transition between childhood and aduithood
wherein most teens have a desire to feel more grown up. Two important tasks of
adolescence are to individuate from family and become more independent, both
of which demand greater responsibility and maturity. Many teens may feel they
are ready for more autonomy (€.g., staying out later) and, as a result, they may
“feel” older as a means of displaying readiness for this independence. In

addition, Montepare and Lachman (1989) found that the younger adults in their
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Subjective Age 13
sample with older subjective ages also had the least personal fear toward aging.
Therefore, in a desire to feel more grown up, younger adults may fear the
“young” label more than the “old” label.

Chronological-subjective age discrepancies among middle-aged
individuals, however, have not shown consistent pattens. Montepare and
Lachman (1989) believe that middie-age should be a time of less discrepancy
between chronological and subjective age due to the relative stability of this time
of life. Subjective age reports should therefore be more closely related to an
individual’s chronological age during this time. In contrast, Goldsmith and
Heiens (1992) hypothesize that middle-age is a time of crisis and that individuals
should display greater discrepancies between their chronological and subjective
ages. These researchers postulate that individuals may report feeling subjectively
either older or younger than their chronological ages depending on the life crisis
they are experiencing.

In order to elucidate the nature of the discrepancies surrounding middle-
aged adults, Goldsmith and Heiens (1992) tested 607 individuals from various age
groups (21 to 80 years of age). Using Barak and Schiffman’s (1981) Cognitive
Age Scale, two important findings emerged from the comparisons between the

age groups. First, in congruence with previous studies, Goldsmith and Heiens
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Subjective Age 14
found that agreement between chronological age and subjective age declines
throughout the adult decades. Second, the authors found that individuals who
were 30-40 years of age exhibited the greatest variability on the subjective age
dimensions. Hence, middle-aged individuals were equally likely to report feeling
subjectively either younger or older then their chronological ages. This finding
supports their contention that a mid-life crisis may result in feeling either younger
or older, perhaps depending on the nature of the crisis. However the variation
may not relate to crisis at all, and further research is required that consistently
uses the same method of measuring subjective age. In addition, an examination
of factors that contribute to subjective age discrepancies across the various age
groups is one area that has not been thoroughly examined. Researchers have
examined chronological-subjective age discrepancies across the life-span, but
they have not examined predictors of these discrepancies. Therefore, the present
investigation will examine the predictors of chronological-subjective age
discrepancies across various age groups.

Psvchological Well-being. It is possible that the youthful subjective ages
demonstrated by older adults represents a denial of, or overcompensation for,
chronological aging. Many researchers however, have provided evidence

indicating that a youthful subjective age is psychologically beneficial. For

T
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example, research by Linn and Hunter (1979) found that youthful subjective ages
in older adults were related to better overall psychological functioning. The
researchers surveyed 150 seniors (65 years and older) from the community, using
a battery of questionnaires to examine their seven psychological variables of
interest: self-esteem, life satisfaction, knowledge, anxiety, depression,
somatization, and locus of control. Linn and Hunter used a comparative age
measure for assessing subjective age. The measure consisted of the question:
“Compared with others your age, do you think you feel older, younger or about
the same?” The results indicated that 64% of older adults perceived themselves
as subjectively younger than others of the same chronological ages even after
social class, disability and impairment were covaried. Using multivanate
analyses, the results indicated that internal locus of control was the variable that
best discriminated feeling young versus feeling old. Furthermore, those
individuals whose subjective ages were younger than their chronological ages had
greater self-esteem, life satisfaction, and WAIS knowledge. Linn and Hunter
found better psychological functioning (higher self-esteem, greater life
satisfaction, more knowledge, internality, less anxiety, less depression, and less
somatization) for both black/white and male/female respondents who reported

lower subjective ages.
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Subsequent research, using a comparative age measure has confirmed the
earlier finding that a lower subjective age is associated with better psychological
functioning. Baum and Boxley (1983) studied 308 older adults to examine the
effects of feeling younger on various social-psychological dimensions. Using a
variety of measures, they examined psychological health, social participation,
purpose in life, locus of control and affiliation. The researchers found that
purpose in life was the variable that most highly correlated with having a younger
subjective age, followed by affiliation, locus of control, psychological health and
social participation. The results suggested that older adults who feel subjectively
younger place greater importance on maintaining meaningful existence in later
years. Baum and Boxley concluded that a sense of purpose reflected better
emotional, physical and social well-being.

Additional researchers have also confirmed that older adults with a
younger subjective age also have better psychological well-being. Logan et al.
(1992) indicated that seniors who reported feeling subjectively older also scored
lower on happiness and life satisfaction and higher on distress. Montepare and
Lachman (1989) further indicated that a younger subjective age was not related to
fears about aging or denial in older adults. However, these researchers did find

one contradiction conceming the psychological benefits of having a youthful
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subjective age. They found that life satisfaction was the /owest in older women
with youthful subjective ages. Future research is therefore necessary to determine
whether there are beneficial aspects, despite whether individuals report feeling
younger or older than their chronological ages. However, the causality direction
of the discrepancies has not yet been established; a youthful subjective age may
influence well-being, or well-being may influence subjective age.

Gender Differences. One area in subjective age research that is frequently
investigated is that of gender. However, a number of researchers have failed to
find consistent gender differences in subjective age. Goldsmith and Heiens
(1992) utilized the Cognitive Age Scale and did not find gender differences on
any of the four dimensions (look, feel, do, and interests) for individuals 21 to 92
years of age. Furthermore, Barak (1998) also used the Cognitive Age Scale did
not find that subjective age differed between gender. In fact, Barak posited that
results based on single gender samples can be generalized to both genders due to
the lack of substantiated differences obtained by many researchers. Additional
researchers who have not found gender differences in subjective age include
Barak and Rahtz (1999), Bames-Farrell & Piotroski (1989), Hubley and Hultsch
(1994), Logan et al. (1992), Underhill and Caldwell (1984) and Uotinen (1998).

However, a number of researchers have reported that there are certain
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gender differences in subjective age. Such contradictions may derive from the
lack of a consistently used method of measuring subjective age. Also, when these
differences are established, results are also inconsistent in regards to which
gender reports feeling subjectively younger or older. For example, Linn and
Hunter, using the previously mentioned comparative age measure, established
that females viewed themselves as subjectively younger than their chronological
ages, as compared to men. These authors further indicated that psychological
functioning did not differ with the subjective age perceptions of both genders.
Therefore, women reported feeling subjectively younger than men but did not
differ in terms of psychological well-being. In addition, Henderson et al. (1995)
used the Cognitive Age Scale and also reported that the women in their sample
had younger subjective ages. However, gender differences obtained by Cooper et
al. (1981), using the experimental clock to measure subjective age, were slightly
different. These authors concluded that men (ages 17 to 85) had younger
subjective ages as compared to the women in their sample. Additional
researchers to report gender differences in subjective age include Markides and
Boldt (1983) Montepare and Lachman (1989), Staats (1996), Streib and
Schneider (1971), Uotinen (1998) and Ward (1977). Further research is necessary

to elucidate the nature of any potential gender differences in subjective age with a
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consistently used measure. The present investigation will investigate these
differences using a modified version of the Cognitive Age Scale, to measure

chronological-subjective age discrepancies.

As previously indicated the predominant area of disagreement among
researchers concerns the variables that systematically predict subjective age,
regardless of how it is measured. A variety of factors have been found to
correlate with subjective age and chronological-subjective age discrepancies,
such as locus of control, perceived health, purpose in life, chronological age,
education, retirement, life satisfaction, and extraversion (Baum & Boxely, 1983;
Hubley & Hulstch, 1994; Linn & Hunter, 1971; Underhill & Caldwell, 1984).
The lack of a consistently used measure may account for many of these
contradictions between studies. In addition, many researchers have examined
these predictors in isolation. For example, Henderson et al.(1995), as well as
Underhill and Caldwell (1984), investigated only demographic characteristics.
Furthermore, many potentially important variables, such as exercise or self-

efficacy, have not received adequate attention in previous studies. Therefore, the

|
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present study incorporated several types of variables (including psychological,
ageist stereotypes, health/exercise and demographics) to determine which among
them best accounted for differences observed between chronological and
subjective ages. A variety of variables are necessary for elucidating the nature of
chronological-subjective age discrepancies and to clarify many of the
contradictions in past research. The following sections will discuss the
aforementioned factors chosen for the present investigation; the goal was to
replicate some of the previous findings and to provide new information regarding

chronological-subjective age discrepancies.

Psychological [nfluences

Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to the conviction that one can
successfully execute and control behaviors required to produce an outcome
(Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy has not yet received adequate attention in the
literature regarding chronological-subjective age discrepancies. Some
conclusions can nevertheless be extracted from previous research. For example,
Seeman, Rodin and Albert (1993) found that higher instrumental self-efficacy is
associated with better performance on tests of memory and abstraction for older

men. Seeman, McAvay, Albert, Merrill and Rodin (1996) also found that higher
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instrumental self-efficacy helped to maintain an increased performance on the
abstraction tests at a three-year follow-up. These results taken togther indicate
that higher self-efficacy may contribute to feeling productive and capable, which
are often associated with younger characteristics. Higher personal self-efficacy
has also been associated with lower levels of maladjustment, in terms of
depression and physiological complaints (Holan, Holan & Beck, 1984). Thus,
self-efficacy may also guard against mental and physical ailments which are also
associated with age. Therefore, it is presently hypothesized that higher personal
self-efficacy can lead to feeling productive, which in turn may contribute to
feeling younger than one’s chronological age.

Seif-esteem. Another factor that requires further examination is self-
esteemn and its influence on age discrepancies. Self-esteem refers to the positive
and negative evaiuations that individuals make regarding themselves (Giarrusso
& Bengston, 1996). Individuals often see themselves through the eyes of others,
and self-esteem reflects the perceptions they feel others hold about them (Chene,
1991). If society views elderly people in a negative fashion, then elderly
individuals may perceive themselves in a similarly negative way.

Hunter, Linn and Harris (1982) found that high self-esteem in older adults

is linked to greater perceptions of productivity, personal control, and task

L
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performance. These researchers also found that older adults with low self-esteem
reported poorer health, more pain, and had a more externally-oriented locus of
control. Therefore, in a similar fashion to self-efficacy, it is hypothesized that
higher esteem may be associated with more youthful chronological-subjective age
discrepancies. In fact, Hunter et al. found that individuals who felt older than
their chronological ages had the lowest self-esteem and psychological
functioning.

Life Satisfaction. Past research has indicated that greater satisfaction with
life is related to a more youthful subjective age (Barak & Stern, 1986; Linn &
Hunter, 1979). However, life satisfaction may be highly influenced by various
demographic characteristics (e.g., income) or psychological factors (e.g., coping
style or personality). In addition, it may also be influenced by gender, as
indicated by Montepare and Lachman (1989) who found differences in youthful
subjective age discrepancies and life satisfaction between men and women.
Other factors may also influence life satisfaétion, such as health issues, physical
activity level, or social support. The influence of life satisfaction also requires
further investigation in order to determine how it contributes to chronological-
subjective age discrepancies. It is presently postulated that individuals with

greater life satisfaction are more likely to have youthful chronological-subjective

i
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age discrepancies.

Influence of Ageist Stereotypes

Negative ageist beliefs are prominent in our society. Stereotypes that
often plague older adults include assumptions that seniors are weak, passive,
slow, unproductive, sexless and incompetent (Palmore, 1990). These stereotypes
are often based on the assumption that seniors are a homogeneous group.
However, individuals actually become increasingly diverse as they age and most
will age successfully (Marshall, 1987) despite these negative assumptions. In
addition, seniors today live longer, healthier, and more active lives. However,
negative labeling and stigmatization of the elderly may lead to self-fulfilling
behaviors and beliefs (Rodin & Langer, 1980). Internalizing negative beliefs can
be detrimental to older adults’ self-concepts and potentially to their subjective
estimate of age. Rodin and Langer postulated that the perception of being old
may be attributed to behaviors that older adults believe are due to aging rather
than to their actual circumstances. For example, forgetfulness may be attributed
to age rather than to merely having a busy day.

One reason older adults may perceive themselves as subjectively younger

is that they are reacting against pervasive ageist stereotypes. In order to

o
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disassociate themselves from the negative connotations identified with aging,
older adults may be unwilling to relinquish the middle-aged label (Markides &
Boldt, 1983). The fact that they are aging chronologically may be too difficult for
some individuals to accept and, therefore, they report feeling subjectively
younger.

In summary, most older adults report a younger subjective age (regardless
of how it is measured). Stereotypes are hypothesized to influence chronological-
subjective discrepancies of older individuals in two potential ways. Older adults
may internalize ageist beliefs and report feeling older, or dissociate from these

beliefs and report feeling younger.

Physical Health

Another important domain is physical health, which also has both
objective and subjective components.

Physical Health Status. Physical health is posited to influence
chronological-subjective age discrepancies. To examine this hypothesis,
Markides and Bolt (1983) tested 323 older adults in a four-year longitudinal
study. Prior to an interview procedure with the older respondents, researchers

determined the severity of health conditions, number of days spent at home in

a
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bed, and the number of nights spent in the hospital during the past year. They
divided subjects into two groups, based on an identity age question where
individuals reported feeling subjectively “youthful” (those who said they felt
young or middle-aged) or “old” (those who said they felt old or very-old). The
researchers found that those individuals who changed from a youthful to an old
subjective status had significantly poorer health than they did during the initial
interview. Thus, declines in health may influence subjective age reports by
causing an individual to feel older. Health declines, unfortunately, are often
attributed to aging regardless of their etiology (e.g., poor nutrition). Furthermore,
older adults who changed from being subjectively older to youthful had improved
health status relative to the initial interview, though this improvement was not
statistically significant. The results of this study indicate that poor health status
may result in feeling subjectively older. However a replication of these findings
is necessary, with perhaps a more specific measure of subjective age. By
grouping individuals into old or youthful categories, potentially relevant
information may have been lost. Future studies may benefit from using a measure
that allows for a more precise age measurement.

Perceived Health. Many researchers believe that perceived health can

better explain chronological-subjective age discrepancies than can actual health.
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Perceived health describes how healthy individuals believe themselves to be, as
well as how they adjust to physical changes associated with aging. Perceived
health has been shown to have an inverse relationship with subjective age (Barak
& Stern, 1986; Idler, 1993). That is, the younger individuals feel, the greater
their corresponding health is perceived to be.

Staats and colleagues (1993) found that older adults perceived themselves
as subjectively younger than their chronological age, regardless of actual health
status. The researchers tested 250 older adults in a prospective study over a four-
month period. Participants were assessed five times for the number of doctor
visits, self-reported health, health as compared to that of a friend, what their
health permits them to do, and quality of life for both the present time and future
predictions. Staats et al., found that chronologically older groups perceived
themselves to be in good health and reported the most youthfulness regardless of
actual health status. The future quality of life estimates were also optimistically
biased by older individuals. One possible explanation for these findings is that
older adults may tend to compare themselves to others who are worse off in terms
of health. Therefore, older adults may see themselves as relatively younger and
healthier than others their own age, which contributes to a lower subjective age

report. It is hypothesized that perceived health will be more influential on

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Subjective Age 27

chronological-subjective age discrepancies than the objective measures of health.

Exercise. To date, the influence of exercise on chronological-subjective
age discrepancies has not been adequately examined. Barak and Gould (1985)
investigated a number of demographic and leisure related variables in relation to
subjective age discrepancies, including the number of hours an individual
exercises per day. This variable was shown to be moderately positively
correlated with the Cognitive Age Scale, however, their study was limited in a
number of ways. The respondents were asked to write down the number of hours
a day they exercised, but were not required to specify what type of physical
activity they engaged in. Furthermore, the participants were not given an
explanation of what the term exercise would encompass. For example, many
older adults may engage in activities which are not typically considered to be
exercise, yet they are still physically active individuals (i.e., shopping, gardening,
or stretching). Finally, the subjective age discrepancies were from a sample that
consisted of only women.

Barak (1998) further examined the role of exercise constructs on
subjective age. Respondents (ages 40 to 69) were asked to indicate in the past
month how often they (a) use a health club, (b) dance, (c) run/jog, and (d) swim.

The results indicated that both dance and run/jog frequencies were related to
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feeling subjectively younger than one’s chronological age. However, due to the
limited number of exercise categories to choose from, these results must be
interpreted cautiously. In order to make any substantial claims about the effects
of exercise on subjective age, further research, using a better measure of physical
activity is necessary.

A few hypotheses can therefore be generated regarding exercise and
chronological-subjective age discrepancies based upon literature concerning the
benefits of physical exercise. Physical activity in older adults has been associated
with a variety of increased cognitive functions. Perri and Templer (1984; 1985)
found that seniors who participated in a 14 week exercise program had significant
increases in confidence and mastery over their environment. Rodin and Langer
(1980) have suggested that feelings of personal control can help guard against
internalizing ageist beliefs, and is associated with being younger. Thus, exercise
could lead to mastery (control) which guards against ageist beliefs, and
contributes to feeling subjectively younger. Exercise has also been shown to
improve self-efficacy, self-esteem, health, quality of life, and life satisfaction in
older adults (Spirduso & Gilliam-MacRae, 1990). In addition, these variables
have been shown to directly influence subjective age reports. The World Health

Organization recently compiled a list of potential benefits of exercise for older
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adults (Chodzko-Zajko ed. 1997). These benefits include improved balance
(fewer falls), relaxation, greater skill acquisition, sense of empowerment,
enhanced social participation, enhanced intergenerational activity, and enhanced
productivity. All of these benefits could lead to feelings of subjective youth.
Therefore, individuals who routinely exercise are postulated to have a youthful

subjective age compared to their chronological age.

Demographic Variables

Demographic factors, such as income or age, are often used to predict
chronological-subjective age discrepancies. Demographic factors alone,
however, cannot explain why there are discrepancies between chronological-
subjective age. Henderson et al. (1995) examined gender, marital status,
education, income, and race in relation to subjective age in two samples; 185
adults (ages 21 to 80 years) and 607 adults (ages 21 to 92). Using Barak and
Schiffman’s (1981) Cognitive Age Scale, they examined these demographic
variables in relation to the four dimensions of subjective age (do, feel, interests
and look-age). Henderson et al. found that chronological age was significantly
related to all four dimensions for both men and women. However, the remaining

demographic variables, after controlling for the effects of chronological age, were
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not systematically related to any aspect of subjective age. This finding indicates
that in previous studies, (where chronological age is not controlled) the
demographic correlates examined may actually reflect differences in
chronological age more so than in subjective age.

Other researchers have indicated that retirement, income, social class and
education (George et al., 1980) each contribute to subjective age discrepancies. It
may be hypothesized that some individuals who are retired might report feeling
subjectively older. Retirement may influence subjective age via the age-related
stereotypes that individuals attribute to it (i.e., loss of productivity) or to the
sudden reduction in income. In addition, individuals with higher socioeconomic
status may give younger subjective age reports, possibly due to their better quality
of life.

In summary, demographic variables are not systematically related to any
dimension of subjective age. These findings suggest that other variables, such as
psychological or social factors may be more influential in subjective age reports.
More empbhasis is needed on factors such as self-esteem, life satisfaction, and the
influence of stereotypes. In fact, Henderson et al. (1995) recommended that
future studies focus more on psychological variables, while carefully controlling

for the effects of chronological age. It is presently hypothesized that
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chronological age will be most influential on chronological-subjective age

discrepancies, as compared to the remaining demographic variables.

The Present Study

The present study examined a number of variables from four different
domains to better understand the discrepancies between chronological and
subjective ages. The first type of variable was psychological, which included,
self-esteem, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction. The second type of variable
included health factors, such as, the number of medical conditions, exercise
(objective and subjective measures), and perceived health. The third type of
variable consisted of stereotypical beliefs about aging. The fourth type of
variable included demographic characteristics, such as chronological age,
retirement status, marital status and gender. Based on the recommendations of
Henderson et al. (1995), the influences of these classes of variables were
examined after controlling for the effects of chronological age.

The feel-age and look-age items, as modified from Barak and
Schiffman’s (1981) Cognitive Age Scale, were examined in relation to the four

classes of variables. Past research has suggested that these two items are distinct
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and represent different aspects of subjective age (Kastenbaum et al., 1972). In
fact, Barak and Schiffman (1981) advise that the items from the Cognitive Age
Scale are best examined separately to explore for multiple influences. Therefore,
the present examination explored the discrepancies between chronological and
subjective age in relation to the two dimensions of feel- and look-age. Unlike
past research endeavors, the present study used an open-ended measure which
elicited a numerical response for the feel- and look-age dimensions.

The purpose of the present study was to determine which of the four types
of variables (psychological, stereotypes, health, and demographics) would best
predict chronological-subjective age discrepancies. It was hypothesized that the
psychological variables would be the best predictors of feel-age discrepancies,
after chronological age was statistically controlled. For look-age discrepancies,
the amount of exercise an individual engaged in was postulated to be most
influential.

The second objective of the study was to determine which predictors
would influence chronological-subjective age discrepancies at various ages, using
a cross-sectional approach. For the older age groups, it was hypothesized that
psychological variables and health factors would be the most important

predictors. In comparison, younger adults’ chronological-subjective age
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discrepancies would be predicted by more of the demographic variables.

There were also five supplementary (mostly exploratory) analyses. The
first was to determine the patterns of chronological-subjective age discrepancies
across the adult decades. Based on past research, it was hypothesized that
younger adults will have older chronological-subjective age discrepancies and
older adults would have younger discrepancies. It was also hypothesized that
middle-aged adults will show the greatest variability in chronological-subjective
age discrepancies (Goldsmith & Heiens, 1992). The second investigation was to
determine if youthful chronological-subjective age discrepancies were beneficial
or if these represented poor adjustment to aging. Third, gender analyses were
conducted to determine if males and females differ in chronological-subjective
age discrepancies. The fourth supplementary area of investigation concerned the
modified Cognitive Age items of feel-age and look-age. These items were
examined separately to further validate previous findings which suggest that these
measures have multiple influences. The final supplementary inquiry was to use
Barak and Rahtz’s (1999) proportional perceived youth measure, to compare
with the chronological-subjective age discrepancies. The perceived youth
measure was used to determine if the results differed from those obtained using

the simple chronological-subjective age discrepancies.
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Method

Pantici | Proced

The participants for the present study were recruited from various
community groups for both seniors and younger adults in Thunder Bay, Ontario,
Canada. The groups were visited by the researchers in order to discuss the
purpose and procedure of the study. Groups were also contacted by telephone or
sent a letter explaining the purpose of the study and asking for their participation.
In addition, participants from an existing volunteer list, who have been involved
in previous studies were contacted. The sample consisted of only community
dwelling individuals.

One thousand questionnaires were distributed to both younger and older
adults from the community. Of these questionnaires, 441 were completed and
returned; resulting in a return rate of 42.8% for the study. The minimum age
required to participate in the study was 20, therefore four subjects who did not
meet this condition were excluded from the analyses. The final sample consisted
of 437 adults aged 20 to 95, (M=53.48, SD=17.91) of which 71.4% were female
and 28.6% were male. The average number of total years of education was

M=14.03 (SD=3.11) and the mean total number of years retired was M=11.32
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(SD=10.15). Additionally, 11.3% of the individuals in the sample were single,
58.9% were married, 19.1% were widowed and 9.0% were divorced or separated.
The most common (present and within the last five years) medical conditions
reported by the participants were arthritis (31.6%), various broken bones (24.7%),
and heart conditions (16.4%).

In order to make comparisons across various age groups, the sample was
divided into five groups based on chronological age. The age groups chosen
closely corresponded to groups in a previous studies investigating the role theory
of aging (Gove, Ortega & Style, 1989) and life satisfaction (Medley, 1980). The
groups were also notably similar to those used in other subjective age studies
which have taken a cross-sectional approach (Barak, Stem & Gould, 1988;
Uotinen, 1998). Group! included individuals ages 20 to 34 (M=29.16, SD=3.59),
Group 2 included individuals ages 35 to 44 (M=39.6, SD=3.01); Group 3
included individuals ages 45 to 54 (M=49.04, SD=2.65); Group 4 included
individuals ages 55 to 69 (M=62.73, SD=4.00); and Group 5 included individuals
ages 70 to 95 (M=77.27, SD=5.55). Characteristics across age groups are
provided in Table 2.

Participants had the option of completing the questionnaire at the

community group; which would take approximately 30 minutes. As well,
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participants could take the questionnaire home and either mail it back or have a
research assistant pick it up. The questionnaire also contained a cover letter
detailing the instructions, purpose of the study, and confidentiality issues (see

Appendices A & B).

Measures

Chronological-Subjective Age Discrepancies. Chronological-subjective
age discrepancies were measured using a modified version of Barak and
Schiffman’s (1981) Cognitive Age scale. As previously mentioned, the Cognitive
Age scale consists of four subjective age measurements: feel, look, do, and
interests-age. The four dimensions added together and divided by four create a
total cognitive age score. However, the present study used only the fee/- and
look-age measures, and the scores were not added together (nor did the scores
create a “cognitive age” score). Barak and Schiffman agree that the composite
measure may mask some potentially important differences between the items.
Subjects responded to two statements (“Most of the time, | fee/ as though I am
aboutage __ years.” and “Most of the time, I /ook as though [ am about age
____years.”), by providing open-ended numerical age estimates. Chronological-

subjective age discrepancies were then measured by calculating the difference
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between the subjective estimate and the respondent’s actual chronological age.
Although Barak and Schiffman’s oniginal Cognitive Age Scale provided
respondents with a szt =f age groups to choose from, (i.e., 20's, 30's, 40's, etc.,),
the present study did not employ this method. An open-ended format was
provided which elicited a numerical response, in order to minimize potential
information which may be lost from using categories. The Cognitive Age Scale
has been shown to have adequate internal consistency, test-retest, Guttman
Lambda and Spearman-Brown split-half reliabilities, .88, .86, and .85,
respectively (Barak & Schiffman, 1981).

[n addition, Barak and Rahtz’s newly developed perceived youth
computations were employed on the difference scores, wherein the look- and feel-
age discrepancies were divided by chronological age and muitiplied by one
hundred. This computation was performed in order to calculate the magnitude, or
proportion, of the life-span represented by the discrepancies.

Self-esteem. Self-esteem was measured using Rosenberg’s (1979) Self-
esteem Scale. This scale consisted of five statements which assessed feelings of
general self-worth and acceptance (e.g., “I take a positive attitude toward
myself.”). Subjects indicated their agreement with the statements on an eleven

point Likert scale ranging from -5 (disagree) to +5 (agree). A higher summed
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score indicated greater personal self-esteem. The Self-esteem Scale has been
shown to be unidimensional, internally consistent, as well as having high test-
retest reliability (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1991). Cronbach’s alpha calculated for
this scale was .83.

Satisfaction with Life. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons,
Larsen & Griffin, 1985) was used to assess the cognitive or judgmental
component of global life satisfaction. This measure consisted of five statements,
such as “I am satisfied with my life.” Respondents indicated their degree of
agreement with the statements on an eleven point Likert scale ranging from -5
(disagree) to +5 (agree). A higher summed score on this measure indicated
greater life satisfaction. The Satisfaction with Life Scale has demonstrated
unidimensionality in studies using factor analysis (Lewis, Shelvin, Bunting, &
Joseph, 1995; Shelvin & Bunting, 1994). The measure has been shown to have
favorable psychometric properties such as high internal consistency and temporal
reliability and it is suited for use with different age groups (Diener et al., 1985).
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .87.

Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy was measured using an exercise self-efficacy
measure (Deeg, Kardaun, Fozard, 1996). Four statements were used that relate to

the four sources of self-efficacy proposed by Bandura (1986). The four sources
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are, mastery experiences, modeling, social persuasion, and physiological state
(sample item: “Other people seem to think that I am unable to exercise
regularly.”). Responses to the statements were measured on an eleven point
Likert scale, ranging from -5 (disagree) to +5 (agree), and were not added togther
to create a composite score. A higher score on each on the items indicated
greater endorsement of that particular source of self-efficacy. Bandura (1991)
posited that self-efficacy beliefs vary across domains, and that a global measure
has little relevance to the domain being studied. Therefore, the present
investigation used an exercise measure of self-efficacy to coincide with the
activity items.

Physical Health Statys. Physical health status was assessed using a
checklist to determine (a) the total number of medical conditions and (b) the type
of medical conditions. The checklist consisted of ten common medical
conditions which may affect the elderly population, for example, hip fractures,
heart condition, diabetes and arthritis. In addition, there was an open-ended
question which allowed the participant to include a condition that may not have
appeared in the checklist. The total number of medical conditions were then
added together to create a summed score for each respondent. An additional item

was included to assess possible assistance required with daily living as a measure
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of physical health. This item was rated on an eleven point Likert scale ranging
from -S (never) to +5 (often).

Perceived Health. Perceived health was measured using a self-rated
health item posed by Idler (1993). This item is a global assessment of health
which asks “How would you rate your health at the present time?” Respondents
indicated their health assessment on an eleven point Likert scale ranging from -5
(very poor) to +5 (very good). In addition, two other questions were included by
the researchers. The first question assessed the respondent’s health as it
compared to other individuals of the same age (“How would your describe your
health compared to people you age?”). This item was rated on an eleven point
Likert scale, ranging from -5 (much worse) to +5 (much better). The second
question assessed health according to what a physician may have indicated
(“According to the doctors I have seen, my health is now___."). The same eleven
point Likert scale was used for this assessment, however, using the -5 (very poor)
to +5 (very good) criteria. A higher summed score indicated greater perceived
health. It has been suggested that self-assessments of health are important for
determining quality of life, functioning and mortality (Staats et al., 1996).

Cronbach’s alpha calculated for this scale was .90.

Physical Exercise/Activity. Exercise habits were assessed using a
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modified version of Davis’ (1990) Lifestyle Questionnaire. Respondents were
asked whether or not they exercised on a regular basis. If an individual replied
“yes,” he or she further indicated: (a) the type of exercise, (b) the number of days
of exercise per week, (c) the number of minutes per exercise session, and (d) the
number of weeks in past 12 months spent exercising. For an individual who
replied “no” to exercising regularly, he or she was provided with a checklist of
possible reasons for not engaging in physical activity (sample items: ill health,
costs too much, lack of time). A physical index was then created by 