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POLICY ANALYSIS AND OLDER PEOPLE: A
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

John E. Tropman
Professor

School of Social Work and Institute of Gerontology
University of Michigan

Ann Arbor, Michigan

and

Jane McClure
Research Associate

Institute of Gerontology
University of Michigan

Ann Arbor, Michigan

The policy sciences, says Harold Lasswell, require "clarification
of goals, analysis of conditions, project of future developments, and
invention, evaluation, and selection of alternatives."1  This rocess
is imbued with values and often these values lie unrecognized.3 Both
personal values of the individual analyst and social values of the Society
can be and often are involved. The purpose of this paper is to illustrate
four policy problems involved in analyses concerning the elderly, and
to suggest some additional considerations which would bring these problems
into the open and aid in specification and focusing of policy research
in this area. While only two of the areas specifically concern values,
the remaining two contain implicit value issues. This effort, and others,
at laying out basic issues involved in policy analysis of the condition of
the elderly is essential if policy and planning are to be carried out in
an understandable and appropriate manner. As Gil indicates, "there is...
a curious lack of clarity as to what social policy actually is..." and
an "...insufficient comprehension of the nature of the key processes
through which policy systems operate....,,3 One part of that policy process
is construction of an intellectual/conceptual backdrop. This paper
represents an attempt to specify more concretely a set of considerations
in each of four areas crucial to policy for the elderly. Unless the
policy analysis process itself is analyzed, we remain victims of our
assumptions and preconceptions.

Support for this paper was provided in part by the Institute of Gerontology
and by Grant #90-A-1325 from the Administration on Aging. We would
like to express deep appreciation to Harold Johnson, Director of
the Institute of Gerontology and the staff for support and encourage-
ment of this project.
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The first of these problems is the structure of the value context
of policy. In the rash of power elite studies, and interest group
governance, we need, perhaps, to remind ourselves that there is a value
structure, and that both the values and the structure have an important
part to play in what is on the "policy agenda" for the elderly in any
decade.

The second policy problem is one of recipient stereotyping. Analysts
often think in terms of "the elderly" as one unified group of people past
a certain age. As such, there is an over-simplified type of thinking
which prohibits more individualized development of programs for the
elderly. Insufficient policy discriminations have resulted in a categor-
ical rather than a phenomenological approach to policy-making.

The first two problems - of context and assumption - lead to a third -
policy targets. There often is a lack of definition of what, exactly,
more specific targets of policy intervention should be.

Finally, for each of the three problems above, there is a lack of
specification of a policy model, suggesting what are the causes and
effects of the targeted problems, and where intervention could occur.

In each of these areas, there needs to be a comprehensive, historical
approach taken by the academic policy analyst. Sometimes constants and
changes are missed by a "too recent" analysis of what is happening in
some particular policy arena. All too often policy research is narrow
and ahistorical. Therefore, the analyst takes as an explanation some-
thing which, over the longer term, needs to be seriously questioned. For
example, Robert Heilbroner, among others, felt that much of the anti-
welfare feeling in the United States was secretly masked racial prejudice.4

While there is undoubtedly an aspect of racial prejuce, Heilbroner
ignored the fact that the poor have historically been disliked, regard-
less of race, creed, or color. Indeed, dislike of the poor is one of
our most eqalitarian activities. A narrow present-oriented approach
leaves one feeling that the problem is something different than one
might think given a more historical perspective. The recent work by
Achenbaum on images of the aged in American society clearly shows how
we have tended to ignore the fact that images of the old have changed over
the course of our history.5 Whether historical analysis reveals constancy,
as in the first case, or change as in the second, it provides a more
accurate content for both.

THE POLICY CONTEXT: CYCLES OF VALUE

It is often assumed that values, in forming the backdrop of policy,
are only linear and hard to assess. Structually, values as Vickers
suggests appear to come in "...complementary and partially inconsistent
pairs, such as freedom and order, independence and interdependence,
equality and self development, and justice and mercy."6 Vickers further
comments that:

-309-



Each member of a pair is a compendious label for a
number of "values" more or less inconsistent with

those implied by the other, as well as being the
contradiction of its own opposite. They thus
supply an indispensible means to discuss the always
conflicting and disparate costs and benefits which
can be anticipated as likely to flow from any
deliberate human intervention in the course of
affairs.

7

The Vickers formulation is important because it implies a cycle of
value emphasis with first one, then another of a well-accepted value
being emphasized in the system--an emphasis which often sets the stage
for policy consideration.

A recent analysis by Tropman suggested a slight revision of the
Vickers formulation, in which value arenas are seen as the crucial
content within which more operational values contest with one another.
These value arenas, adapted from Williams, are listed in Figure 1,
along with their more specific juxtaposed value pairs. What Vickers
did not note is that the values as they contest with one another may
not be of equal saliance - and one can argue that within each pair,
one value-element is dominant, the other subdominant.8 ,9 The juxta-
posed value pairs are organized in personal and social value sets, and
are policy-relevant values with respect particularly to the elderly. On
the left side of each pair are values often considered to be dominant in
American society. Equity, work, private orientation, and a context
motif, all suggest that the individual person fends for himself, and
depends minimally upon others. On the right side of the pairs are
adequacy, public orientation, leisure and entitlement - subdominant
values. It is reasonable to argue that the sixties and the early
seventies were a period which emphasized the subdominant values. Grants
in Old Age Assistance and Social Security were raised. Then Old Age
Assistance was moved over to the Social Security Administration in the
form of SSI (Supplemental Security Income). The public sector was
taking more responsibility than in the past, and recognizing some elements
of dependency of the elderly. The elderly, too, were seen as entitled
to these benefits, and the Congress went so far as to put a cost of
living adjustment in the Social Security Benefit without putting one
in the tax.

Similarly, in terms of personal values, the period just passed has

been one of family rather than individual emphasis, dependence rather
than self-reliance, and religious rather than secular emphases.

Both personal and social values may now be swinging back. Social

Security is being looked at very carefully. Many negative comments
are being made about pensions in general, especially when there is some
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Figure 1

THE VALUE CONTEXT OF POLICY

Personal

Values Arenas

1) Ascription

2) Integrity

3) Moral

4) Status

5) Mobility

6) Independence

7) Work/Activity

Juxtaposed Values

Individual/Family

Social

Self-Reliance/Dependence

Secular/Religious

Equity/Adequacy

Struggle/Entitlements

Private/Public

Work/Leisure

EXPLANATION OF JUXTAPOSED VALUES

The values in each juxtaposed value pair revolve around the relative

merits of individual versus collective solutions to society's demands
and expectations. In each pair the value with an individual orientation
is on the left side and the value with a collective orientation is on
the right side.

Individual Values

Equity and struggle as values impose fairness as a rule of operation.
No person should be afforded a standard of living or quality of life
without "struggling" for it. This means that solutions to survival

must be private or a matter of individual responsibility. Work is
championed. Individual, self-reliant and secular orientation are
idealized.

Collective Values

The values of adequacy and entitlements propose that there is a minimum
or "adequate" standard of living or "quality of life" to which everyone
is inherently "entitled." A public approach to achieving adequacy would

require a collective effort--i.e., government intervention, labor unions,

other organizations and clubs. Leisure or limited commitment is accepted
and encouraged. Family, interdependent and religious orientations are

sunnnrted.
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suspicion of "double-dipping" (individuals receiving two legitimate pen-
sions). Equity concerns (receiving a "fair" return for one's contribu-
tion) are being raised and the new retirement prohibition could, perhaps,
be interpreted as a forerunner to a policy that elders should work like
everyone else, rather than get public benefits.

1 0

While the indicators are not yet completely clear, one might antici-
pate that, if the sixties and early seventies were, in fact, a period
of the prominence of subdominant values, then the late seventies and the
eighties might well be a period of dominant value resurgence. Practicing
policy analysts for the elderly might anticipate something like the
shift we are suggesting, and prepare policies which can capitalize on
that agenda which is more likely to receive public approbation.

Thus, more emphasis on work, individual values, self-reliance,
private and "equitable" programs might be expected to gain affirmation.

POLICY ASSUMPTIONS: IMAGE OF THE ELDERLY

A second major area of importance is the image that policy makers
may have of the elderly, and the extent to which that image is sufficient-
ly discrete enough to reflect the diversity of the elderly population.
It appears that for a variety of reasons, the elderly are stereotyped
explicitly as elderly. That category includes at least persons of a
great diversity of ages, races, economic conditions, and the like. Maas
and Kuypers comment that in their small sample of persons (142) there
was much diversity.1 1 They conclude that:

The term old age - used widely and arbitrarily to
categorize persons in their sixties, seventies
and eighties - provides an often pejorative label
for an increasingly large and diverse population.

1 2

James Schulz further comments, "A... major point in analyzing data on the
aged is that it often does not seem appropriate to group people together
who differ in age by as much as fifteen to twenty years.

1 3

Much popular thinking and many articles on the elderly assume that
there is, in fact, some kind of unified group.1 4 Even Erikson deals
with old people as a single group. 15 But, Maas and Kuypers comment
that:

...the major implications of our findings on diversity
and uniqueness have to do with public perspectives on
and attitudes toward aging people. Stereotypes of
"old age" have, in fact, no basis in reality.16
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Bernice Neugarten has consistently emphasized the versatility in
interests, activities, and capabilities among the "Young-Old" and
"Old-Old."'1 7 What is needed is a more refined system of age categories.
Such a refined system has support from those interested in the life
cycle. Cain, for example, cites the work on Linden and Courtney who
posit creative, moral and retrospective/evaluative status roughly
corresponding to the fifties, sixties and the seventies.1 8 Are those
appropriate categories, and are they the appropriate psychological
break characteristics? We cannot say as yet. Levinson's recent work
suggests that there are specific points in the age cycle when a certain
realm of concerns is at the forefront. He and his colleagues tapered off
in looking at adulthood in the later years, but began old age about 60,
suggested a period of late-adult transition between 60 and 65, moving
then on into the late adult period. Perhaps more details will emerge
there, as they did in earlier age epochs. The authors feel, for example,
that a new phase begins at 80. They comment: "One of the greatest
surprises was the relatively low variability in the age at which every
period begins and ends." 1 9 And Levinson and colleagues feel that this
age-graded generalization might be quite universal, suggesting that a
sequence of eras and periods "represent[s] the life cycle of the
species." 2 0 While these authors looked only at men, there is no reason
to suppose that a similar period/epoch sequence could not be applied to
women.

The policy implications of activities and planning for the elderly
are obvious. As Maas and Kuypers conclude: Given so much diversity...
planning for "the aged" cannot appropriately be done in a monolithic way.

21

This is true. But how should it be broken down, separated, targeted?
Evolving work seems to suggest that a sensible, research-based series
of periods and epochs would be one useful way to go. Financial concerns
and abilities, as Schulz indicates, differ sharply by age groupings past
sixty-five.2 2 Clearly for economic policy, and perhaps other policies
as well, age targeting is a crucial component which has been overlooked
by stereotypic thinking and lumping. This conceptual lumping has yielded
only crude categories - males and females, for example. A much more
refined system is needed, and the basis upon which one might be built is
now developing.

POLICY STRUCTURING: THE TARGETS OF INTERVENTION

All too often, in thinking about improving the condition of someone
or some group, advisors leap into programs without thinking through
policy.23 One key element is the conceptual framework for targeting a
policy. In the last section age epoch within the elderly group was
suggested as an important element, but there are others, as well.

Fundamentally, to consider the condition of the aged on any
dimension, a modification of the "dual model" (described by Lowenthal and

-3D5-



her colleagues) seems the most appropriate.
2 4 It is a sort of an input/

output model, which they refer to as "resources and deficits." While
they operate on a psychological level, one could use this approach in
looking at economic conditions, or transportation, or health status. The
key exercise in each case is specification of an individual's resources
(or input). Then one can deduct, or offset, or balance, those against
the deficits, the output, the expenditures. Both are crucial to take
into account, and both can be the target of policy.2 5 One can seek to
strengthen resources, or inputs, on the one hand, or to reduce deficits/
outputs on the other. Raising income, for example, will not be helpful
to an individual if expenses rise as well. Increased economic growth
for a country is not helpful if the increased production results in more
births which result in lower per capita resources! The question here is
one of balance. For Lowenthal and her colleagues, mental health repre-
sents that balance: "...mental health represents an averaging of an
individual's resources and deficits.

'2 6

In this sense, there is a "balance," and it is the level of this
balance, and the ways in which people "cope" in achieving balance, that
is the "addition" to their model. Balance is not simply the "result" or
"average" though it is certainly partly that. Quite clearly some people
do more with fewer resources, or with more deficits, than others. While
this "success" may be due to the individual, it may also be due to the
family, the neighborhood, the community, the society, and the support
they provide. 2 7 Thus, a target of policy can be to increase resources, to
remove deficits, or to assist in maximizing the resource/deficit ratio.
In a sense then, there are three potential targets of policy.

There are also different levels of intervention at which policy
can be targeted.2 8 As implied by the above examples, a target can be
the entire society, for example with respect to birth practices.2 9 The
neighborhood, the family, and the community, as well can all be the
targets of policy. Sometimes, it is sensible to make the individual
the target of one policy (for example, of increasing resources) and the
society the target of another (of decreasing deficits, for example).
While this scheme is perhaps too complicated to use all the time, it does
represent something which outlines targets more precisely. It is
displayed in Figure 2.

The concept of balance has two dimensions - one of balance between
resources and deficits (cells C1-6) and one among resources and among
deficits (cells 7A, 7B). Thus, a neighborhood resource can supply
assistance where individual capability is not present. Similarly, a
community deficit can create problems which there are none in the indivi-
dual. This idea of variability of resources and deficits extends the
concept of balance as advanced by Lowenthal and her colleagues, but they
develop it in its more direct sense. They comment that:"...one resource

may offset a number of deficits and ... a resource at one life stage may
not prove to be a resource at another stage."

3 0
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The possibility that resources (and deficits) may differ at different
stages gives added weight to the notion of epochs within the senior years,
and highlights the importance of the availability of support networks to
replace individual deficits. This is especially imperative during advanced
years when individual resources are more likely to be minimal.

THE POLICY MODEL: CAUSE AND EFFECT IN POLICY INTERVENTION

An ahistorical approach, as well as stereotypic thinking and lack of
target specification, often lead to a lack of explication of the causes
and effects which are assumed in policy intervention. It is granted that
in the social and policy sciences, specificity is difficult to achieve, but
it is nevertheless important to work in that direction. Specifying one's
model focuses and exposes for testing the relationships that are expected.
Causal assumptions are at the heart of any effective intervention, even
if one does not know the mechanisms by which the causes "causes" the effect.

Policy toward the elderly, or for the elderly, or about the elderly,
is an especially good area for considering this issue for two reasons:
Firstly, because old people are at the end of the life cycle, the many
temporal problems which beset causal analysis in the social sciences can
be set aside. Causes usually come before effects, and so one can look at
the life course, and its character and characteristics as "causal."

'3 1

Secondly, policy regarding the elderly often "begins at 65." Policy
analysts can immediately link policy with the status of the older recipient
and evaluate how relevant the policy is for the older recipient. Elderly
people, for example, are given discounts on public transportation in many
cities upon retirement. For the affluent, this perquisite of age is trivial.
For the elderly black, who has suffered discrimination all of his life, and
continues to feel it in retirement, directly and indirectly, through reduced
pension and other benefits, such a perquisite is also trivial, although
for different reasons.

The central hypothesis maintained here is that the conditions which
affect the elderly are the same conditions which affect them throughout
their life. Maas and Kuypers, commenting on the similarity of elderly
parents, note: "The most remarkable of our findings is the repeated
evidence that many of the parents, found to be similar in life style or
in personality in their old age were also alike in their young adulthood.

'3 2

About health, specifically, they add that "...health problems in old age
are likely to be clearly foreshadowed in the early-adult years... '

"
3 3 And

in the economic analysis research, now ongoing, those factors which produce
lower income throughout life are found to also work after retirement.

What are such crucial, "causal" factors? There would doubtless be
dispute, but at least some of the more obvious elements of a model can
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be suggested. This scheme, illustrated in Figure 3, contains five indepen-
dent variables. In terms of sociological categories, two - race and gender -
are ascribed statuses which cannot, themselves, be changed. Two more,
educational level and marital status, are more within the control of the
individual person, and the society and community around the person. The
last, health, is determined mutually by ascribed and achieved statuses,
and exogenous variables.

At least on a preliminary basis, the "condition" of the elderly person
is a result not only of what happens to him or her as an elderly person
only, but what has happened to that person throughout life. Men and women
are treated differently, and have different incomes, different patterns of
psychological and health resources and deficits, and different key points
in the life course. The same is true with blacks as opposed to whites.
Education has come into some disrepute recently as a predictor of earn-
ings.3 4 However, it appears that the correlation strengthens after
retirement.3 5 In addition, to the extent that it is a proxy for intelligence,
it becomes an important resource.

3 6

Marital status as it relates to upward mobility is an important
component for men. Men who remain married to their original wives move
up significantly higher in occupational status than men who are separated,
divorced or widowed. Thus, for men, marriage is (or has been) important
to their social mobility.

Health, affected by gender and race, and by education and marital
status as well, is crucial to lifelong functioning, as previously noted.

Consistent with the previous line of argument, this model should have
at least two sets of dependent variables - age grade on the one hand, and
resources, deficits and their balance for each age grade on the other. The
effect of race, for example, may be to both increase costs and decrease
resources for blacks, and result in the reverse for whites. Similarly,
these effects may differ from one senior epoch to another. We should not,
however, lose sight of the crucial element here - much of what is important
to, and happening to, the elderly is not "new;" it has been affecting
them all their lives. Policy toward the elderly, therefore, should be
policy for everyone. Remedial actions are fine, but, in many instances
they are just that--palliatives which cannot overcome a lifetime of racism,
sexism, poor health, low education and isolation from others. On the
other hand, it should not be forgotten that there are those elements which
can usefully be addressed at particular ages. This separation needs to
be made, and cannot be successfully accomplished, without at least a
causal model which can be modified and changed.
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CONCLUSION

This paper has attempted to document the need for and importance of
a phenomenological approach to policy making. It has highlighted the
delicate balance between considering older people categorically on the
one hand, and as individuals requiring specialized attention on the other.
Considering older people categorically efficiently spotlights them as a
group worthy of attention. Yet, by the same token, they become vulnerable
to loss of individualism and stereotyping. As is true of all people, it
is sometimes beneficial for older people to be identified as part of a
group and sometimes it is not. It is in understanding the complexities
of this dilemma that policy analysts meet their greatest challenge. An
awareness and understanding of value context, historical context, and
life span variabilities and constants is a crucial step toward meeting
this challenge.
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