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ABSTRACT

Access to economic resources influences the material conditions of life for older
people, as well as the freedoms and capacities of older people to achieve the kind of
lives they value. Security is one aspect of later life valued by older people. Ontological
security provides a sense of order and continuity and needs to be understood in
terms of the situated life experiences and circumstances of older people. The study
reported in this paper analysed 145 qualitative interviews with New Zealanders aged
63—93 in order to explore how participants understand ontological security. Varying
levels of access to economic resources were associated with differing abilities
of participants to manage the unpredictability of everyday life. Among the wealthy,
security was strongly connected to the freedoms provided by ample financial
resources. Contrary to what might be expected, those with the lowest levels of
economic resources did not express higher levels of insecurity, but instead drew upon
life experiences of managing and making do to constructa trajectory of security. Those
with mid-range levels of economic resources expressed most insecurity, including
anxiety over changing economic conditions and concerns over their ability to manage
reductions in economic resources. In discussing the implications of this, the paper
highlights the need to recognise ways in which access to economic resources intersect
with life circumstances, past experiences and future social expectations to provide
opportunities for all older people to pursue security as they strive to age well.

KEY WORDS —ageing, ontological security, economic resources, capability
approach.

Introduction

Standards of living are understood to have significant effects on older
people’s ability to age positively, remain healthy and to participate in their
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communities (Townsend and Davidson 1982). For example, socio-economic
inequalities of working life are often carried into early old age (Jatrana
and Blakely 2008; Stephens et al. 2011) and may increase with age (Chandola
et al. 20077). While variations in living standards are related to the health and
wellbeing of older people, the economic resources available to people
(comprising such things as access to goods and services, transport, savings,
adequate housing and forms of insurance) may also influence the freedoms
and choices available to people as they age and their ability to cope with
change and risk. How economic resources impact on individuals’ sense of
security is unclear, and worthy of exploration given the considerable
emphasis on ‘positive ageing’ in many Western democracies.

Economic resources and the capability to achieve security

A sense of risk and insecurity is an inescapable feature of the modern
condition (McHugh 2007). Security as discussed in this paper comprises
more than just physical safety, rather it is conceptualised as ‘ontological
security’, a term coined by Laing (1965) in relation to the experiences of
people with mental health issues, and extended by sociologist Anthony
Giddens (1990, 1991). Giddens (1990) viewed security as the confidence
that people have in the continuity of their self-identity and in the stability
of surrounding social and material environments. An important part of
ontological security is the trust or confidence people can have in the
relationships that form part of their everyday existence. This trust also
extends to the reliability of the networks and systems in which they are
embedded to produce the outcomes they expect. Thus, ontological security
may work across a number of domains to provide people with a source
of physical, social and emotional wellbeing — a sense of control over the
future, of feeling safe in place and time, and a means of coping with
the unpredictability of everyday life.

While concern with risk might characterise the everyday lives of all people
(Beck 1992), exposure and management of risk and uncertainty will vary
across the lifecourse. Older people may face particular challenges to their
‘world of normalcy’. Change in family circumstances and social networks,
declining health or mobility, can all alter one’s sense of security. Changing
access to income and economic resources upon retirement is also likely to be
significant (Ring 2005).

In a global world in which consumerism, commercialism and materialism
are dominant, it is often argued that the possession of economic resources is
a source of security and wellbeing (Underlid 2007). Much of the research
related to ontological security has also emphasised the connectedness of
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the individual and society through material circumstances and economic
resources. The concept has been applied selectively to experiences derived
from living in and owning a home (Dupuis and Thorns 1996; Newton 2008;
Padgett 2007), home heating and wellbeing (Gilbertson et al. 2006),
housing tenure (Hiscock et al 2001; Morris 2009), possessions (Noble
2004), security in public spaces (Cattell et al. 2008) and social security
(Ring 200p5). For example, the home has been identified as a key site and
source of ontological security, with the ‘home as haven’ enabling dwellers
to express autonomy and social status (Gilbertson et al. 2006: g53) and with
material improvements (such as the heating of additional rooms) enhancing
‘autonomy in the use of the home’ (Hiscock et al. 2001: 58). Sources of
income and resources such as homes, food stocks, vehicles, savings and
insurances may also contribute to ontological security.

Amartya Sen’s (1999; Sen et al. 1987) capabilities approach suggests
however, that the relationship between socially valued qualities of life (capa-
bilities) and levels of economic resources is not straightforward. Sen (1999)
argues it is not simply the possession of material and economic resources
per sewhich matters, but the ways in which these resources provide capacities
to actand function, creating and limiting freedoms, and producing the kinds
of lifestyles and qualities that people value. However, those people with fewer
economic resources are likely to have fewer options and freedoms available
to them to achieve these socially valued capabilities (such as the freedom to
be healthy, to live in security or to be educated) than those with more
economic resources (King and Waldegrave 2009; Robeyns 2005; Sen 2000).

While the opportunities people have to pursue security can be expected to
increase in relation to their ability to access and draw on economic resources,
there are other factors which may intervene. The social, cultural, political
and economic networks in which people are embedded, physical mobility,
emotional, cognitive and spiritual wellbeing, education and forms of social
capital may all influence people’s capacities to achieve security. Conse-
quently, material circumstances (such as access to suitable dwellings, income
and food) combine with more intangible attributes (selfrespect, confi-
dence, wellbeing) to limit or enhance a person’s functional capabilities
(Morris 2009).

Political-economic contexts provide structures which impact on the
economic resources available to older populations. Over recent decades,
almost every industrialised country has made significant changes in their
national pension system in response to the ageing of their populations
(Schulz and Borowski 2006). Amongst such countries, New Zealand is
unusual in providing a universal non-means-tested and non-taxed pension
scheme, ‘New Zealand Superannuation’, which takes away some of the
financial insecurity of ageing. Those over 65 years receive an after-tax
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income providing older couples with approximately 66 per cent of the net
average ordinary wage (33% per partner in the relationship), and 40 per
cent of the net average ordinary wage for older single people (Commission
for Financial Literacy and Retirement Income 2012¢). The level of New
Zealand Superannuation payments is set by the government each year and
adjusted to take into account rises in average wages and inflation. For single
people and couples, superannuation pay-outs are generally higher than
the unemployment or sickness benefit. For example, the unemployment
or sickness benefit for a single person without children after tax is NZ
$204.96 at 1 April 2012, with the equivalent superannuation payment for a
single person being NZ $348.92 (excluding additional accommodation
supplements and other benefits which are available for beneficiaries and
Superannuants); (Ministry of Social Development 2012). Thus for those
who have low incomes and/or have experienced income instability, reaching
the age of eligibility for New Zealand Superannuation may offer greater
economic security.

Approximately g3 per cent of those over 65 years old living in
New Zealand receive superannuation payments, with ineligibility often a
consequence of not meeting the residency criteria (Dixon and Hyslop
2008). Although 75 per cent of single people over 65 years and 86 per cent
of older couples report receiving income from other sources such as private
superannuation schemes, interest payments and returns on investments,
for most people aged over 65 years additional income is modest. Over 40 per
cent of the population aged 65 years or older is classified as having
low income, defined as less than 60 per cent of the median gross equiv-
alised household income (Carter and Imlach Gunasekara 2012). The
majority of older New Zealanders are dependent on superannuation, with
40 per cent having no other income, and a further 20 per cent receiving
85 per cent of their income from New Zealand Superannuation, and around
50 per cent of people receiving less than NZ $100 a week from non-
government sources (Commission for Financial Literacy and Retirement
Income 2012a).

New Zealand is one of two Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) countries (the other being Ireland) which does not
have a mandatory individual saving scheme for retirement (Commission
for Financial Literacy and Retirement Income 2012a). The introduction
of the Government-subsidised ‘Kiwi Saver’ Scheme with contributions from
employees and employers in 2004, has seen a significant increase in saving
for retirement incomes, but only a small percentage of existing retirees are
likely to benefit given its very recent introduction.

Annuitised incomes are also likely to reduce income insecurity for people
as they age. However, while there are a number of private pension schemes
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available which provide annuitised income to overcome longevity risk
in exchange for a lump sum or the de-accumulation of assets, take up
and demand for annuitised income sources has been low (Commission
for Financial Literacy and Retirement Income 2012b). Thus, although
economic resources provide an important form of security in later life,
economic resources and material conditions intersect with other aspects of
individual and social lives to produce the experiences of ageing and coping
in later life. Recognising these complex effects, we sought to examine the
ways in which security was talked about and experienced in the lives of older
New Zealanders across a range of living standards.

Method

This study examines the security provided by economic resources from the
perspective and experience of older New Zealanders aged 63—9g3 years
gained through 145 semi-structured interviews (52 men, 85 women, eight
couples). Participants were sampled purposively across a range of economic
circumstances and locations across New Zealand. Participants represented a
range of ethnicities including Pakeha (44.1%), Maori (23.4%), Pasifika
(7.5%), Chinese (4.1%), non-New Zealand European (14.8%) and Indian
(6.9%). Participants were recruited from large metropolitan cities, from
smaller cities and towns, and from rural and remote areas. This sampling
strategy was undertaken to ensure that interviews reflected a range of
perspectives and life circumstances. For the purposes of this analysis, older
people were grouped by similar economic resources. Across the demo-
graphic differences of age, ethnicity, and urban and rural living situations,
older people with similar economic resources available to them talked
about security in similar ways. Rather than considering the demographic
differences, in this paper we explore the similar experiences of security that
are made available by a level of economic resources.

Interviewers recruited participants from local networks in their own
communities in order to establish rapport with participants and produce
sensitive and informed conversations around the political, economic,
environmental and social issues affecting their ageing in specific places
and communities. All participants had been resident in New Zealand for at
least five years. The New Zealand Deprivation Index (NZDep) was used
to assess whether the overall sample participants represented a range of
economic resource capabilities. The NZDep is a geographically derived
indicator from the New Zealand census which categorises residential areas
around income, home ownership, transport, living space, qualifications,
communications and employment. The NZDep score is identified by
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address, and ranges from 1 (least deprived) to 10 (most deprived). For
the most recent application of the index across New Zealand (NZ) in
2006 (Salmond, Crampton and Atkinson 2007), 15 per cent of research
participants had NZDep address scores of 1—2 (NZ 25%), 277 per cent scores
of 3—4 (NZ 23%), 17 per cent scores of 5—6 (NZ 20%), 21 per cent scores of
7-8 (NZ 17%) and 20 per cent scores of g—10 (15%).

As the deprivation index is a geographical rather than individual measure,
it cannot accurately assign individual deprivation scores. In formulating
economic resource categories, the researchers examined material situations
based on interview data including adequacy of income to meet the
participants’ needs, and drew on interviewer field notes regarding
living conditions, including observations on dwelling quality, furnishings,
warmth, repair and material possessions. Included in the categorisation were
participant’s own assessments of their level of financial wellbeing.
Consequently, the broad categorisation by deprivation score was refined
by comparing the deprivation score to the interviewers’ written notes on the
living conditions of the participants and the researchers’ assessment of the
individuals’ material situations based the interview data. By drawing together
these three types of information, we were able to assign participants to
categories of low, mid and high economic resources (ER).

The semi-structured interviews were conducted between March 2010 and
May 2011. Eight of the interviews were with couples, but the remainder were
conducted with individuals who lived in a variety of circumstances including
living alone, with a spouse or partner, or with other relatives including adult
children and grandchildren.® All interviews were audio recorded and fully
transcribed. The interviews explored various aspects of managing choices
and decisions in everyday life, focusing on the role of economic resources
and the practices which they enabled. Interview topics included purchasing
and finances, access to transport, housing quality, characteristics of the
community in which participants were located and influences on partici-
pation in social networks. To encourage people to reflect on capabilities
arising from access to economic resources, participants were asked about
their current and future aspirations, their degree of satisfaction with their
overall standard of living, and to provide examples of things they wanted
and needed to have and do, and to consider what they would change if they
had more or fewer resources.

Using computer software Atlas.ti, participant data was coded and analysed
for common themes which emerged through the range of participant talk.
The guiding question for the analysis was ‘How do older people talk about
economic resources?’, with a view to understanding the capabilities and
freedoms which arise from economic resources. The initial thematic analysis
identified six living standards domains which varied according to material
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resources and which could be understood as ‘valued capabilities’ (Sen 1999)
which participants sought to achieve or do. These six domains which
emerged from our research were the capabilities:

to live in physical comfort;

to be connected to others;

to contribute to the lives of others;
to experience enjoyment

to have the freedom to make choices;
to be ontologically secure.

None of these domains were mutually exclusive. For example, capability
of being secure could have a basis in the autonomy associated with choice,
and in the experience of material comfort. Likewise experiencing
enjoyment could be gained through a sense of feeling safe in particular
places and having the ability to make choices in these contexts. The broad
thematic analysis has been reported elsewhere (Breheny, Stephens and
Mansvelt 2011) and was used to develop a measure of living standards
for older people (Breheny et al. in press). The analysis reported here
focuses on the domain of ‘security’ and while recognising that security is
shaped through practice (Newton 2008), the findings show that security is
experienced and expressed in participants’ talk according to their level of
economic living standards. Analysis of experiences of security was
undertaken in relation to groups of participants with low, middle and
high levels of economic resources. Quotations from transcripts are referred
to by pseudonym, age, key social relationships, housing status and
economic resource category (ER).

Results and discussion

Overwhelmingly, our analysis suggests that it is not economic resources
per sewhich are the core of older people’s concerns, but rather the ability of
economic resources to enable people to make choices regarding their
present and future physical and social environments and relationships.
Across all ethnicities, ages and localities, the achievement of security was
a valued capability. Security of income and possession of commodities
and assets enabled participants across the economic resource spectrum to
feel secure and to maintain some sense of surety in the face of change.
Such ontological security also provided a sense of freedom, as expressed
by Bob:

It’s a wonderful sense of freedom not to have to think about money. (83, living alone
in his own home with a spouse in residential care, high ER)
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Italso provided the ability to respond to unexpected events, providing a kind
of certainty and buffer for the challenges faced in everyday life, as Julie
suggests:

I think financial safety is important to the old. I think when you get old you need not
so much security as certainty, and you have a pattern of life and it’s when there’s
a problem or being disturbed I think this is what is unsettling for the old. (9o, widow
living with her son, low ER)

Many participants understood security as a means of coping with and
retaining some control over life eventualities. Others such as Beryl and Brian
in the excerpts which follow, spoke of the fear and insecurity that spoke of
the fear and insecurity that arose from not having enough to cope with
expenses, and the uncertainty of managing the unexpected:

Int:  If for some reason, I hope it never happens, but if for some reason say the
income that you’re having now would be cut back? How, what are the things
that you’d give up?

Beryl: Oh God. I don’t know what I'd do. I'm frightened to know about it also
because I don’t think I can, you'd know, how can I live then?

Int:  Right.

Beryl: Imean I’d have to live in one room, doing every blessed thing in one room. I'd
much rather die. (86, widow living alone in her own home, mid ER)

And the thing is too you never know you might get a big car bill, that would have a
huge impact on us, because if you spend it there is no way you can actually replace that
money is there. (Brian, 76, lives with his spouse in an independent dwelling in a
retirement village, low ER)

Although security was valued across all participants, our analysis also
revealed that the ways that security is understood and pursued varies
according to the levels of economic and material resources. Surprisingly,
those with most and least access to economic resources expressed the
strongest sense of security, albeit in different ways, while those in the mid-
range of economic living standards expressed the highest sense of insecurity.
The concerns of these participants with high, low and mid levels of economic
resources are described in the sections which follow.

High economic resources: the security of having enough to last one's lifetime

For the wealthy, ontological security exhibited in a sense of wellbeing,
safety, control over the future, order and continuity appeared to be linked
to financial security. For those with considerable economic resources,
security was articulated in terms of being sufficiently prepared for future
eventualities as they aged, rather than as a matter of practical concern in
everyday life. Having access to finances (income, savings, returns on
investments), material resources (assets, home ownership or secure dwelling
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tenure, cars) and services (health, household, vehicle and other insurances,
health, transportation, communication, home maintenance, leisure and
retail services) allowed these older people to have a sense of control over
their remaining years. A common theme which emerged from these
participants was the lack of worry which arose from having sufficient finances
at their disposal.

And we don’t have any worries, really. (Walter, g1, lives with his spouse in their own

home, high ER)

Int:  For example another $50 a week, would you notice that and would
your spending change?

Tilly: I don’t know. I'm happy with what I've got so I can’t think of anything. I'd

probably put it in the bank. (75, lives with her spouse on a rural property they
own, high ER)

For such participants, more money would make no difference to their
standard of living or experience of security. Financial security provided
these participants with surety, expressed not only in an ability to control
and allocate resources over the remainder of the lifecourse, but also to
cope with and manage all but the most unavoidable and unforeseeable
eventualities (such as terminal illness, significant disability, loss of all
investments, failure or loss of key social relationships).

We feel that we’ve got enough to last us until we die. (Tony, 72, lives with his spouse
(still employed part-time) in their own home, high ER)

Ursula: Oh she [Financial Advisor] always telling me I could do a bit more.

Int: OK. So you could?

Ursula: Yes, I suppose I could. But you don’t know how long you’re going to live and
you don’t know what your needs are going to be. (777, separated, living alone
in own home, high ER)

However, as Ursula in the previous quote indicates, a sense of security
derived from a knowledge one had sufficient economic resources to last
lifetime, was constituted in the context of the unpredictability of the
future:

We don’t know what time we will kick the bucket. (Sadar, %74, lives with his spouse in
their own home, high ER)

Those with greatest access to economic resources, in common with those
across the ER spectrum, recognised that health was one area in which
the freedoms provided by economic resources (such as private health
insurance, or an ability to pay outright for private social services and
care) could not fully mitigate risks. Whilst acknowledging the limitations
of material resources to overcome the unpredictability of health in later life,
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for those with access to extensive economic resources the fact that almost
all possible financial eventualities were covered gave participants with
higher levels of economic resources a sense of autonomy and control.

Int: Just say for example your fridge broke down tomorrow, would that be
a problem to get a service person or indeed if it broke down ever and you
needed to buy a new fridge tomorrow?

Graeme: We would do that. .. No problem we’ve got that buffer there all the time,
[for] anything, I mean we’re somewhat reluctant I suppose to be
extravagant because we were brought up that way. (81, lives with spouse
in own home, high ER)

Thus, for those with high levels of economic resources, ontological security
was derived from a certainty of coping, a sense in which capability to manage,
repair, replace and ‘restore’ in the face of all but the most unexpected events
was assured.

Low economic resources: the security of coping

Besides employment security, the hazard of poverty in old age is one of the
major issues in the evaluation of economic security (Berloffa and Modena
2012). In contrast to the wealthy, whose ample finances helped contribute to
a sense of ontological security, participants with fewer economic resources
often had experienced considerable insecurity in financial resources and
income through their lifetimes. While it might be expected that these
participants would express ontological insecurity, this was not the case.
Despite their limited material capacities to choose and to access goods and
services, those with few economic resources found security in the knowledge
that they would continue to cope with the unexpected. For participants
with low levels of economic resources, financial struggles were a part of the
trials of everyday life. Coping with the everyday, managing on a budget and
continuing to exist as one has always done appeared, however, to give many
of these participants a sense of continuity and autonomy, as expressed by this
participant:

If I've lived this long . .. Without having heaters put in and all that sort of thing, well
I'll live a bit longer. (Conny, go, widow living alone in own home, low ER)

While many acknowledged how nice it would be to ‘have more to spend’,
and recognised the additional opportunities and choices this would
provide them with materially and socially, the ways in which experiences
were narrated demonstrated pride in their ability to manage within very
constrained circumstances. ‘Getting on’, and ‘making do’, practices that had
developed over the lifecourse, would continue to serve them well as they
adjusted to new circumstances.
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Int: And any activities that would upset you if you had to go without?
Barbara: No, You justlearn to adjust, you adjust to them. (%74, divorced, living alone
in own home, low ER)

Unrealistic expectations were seen as fanciful rather than helpful to coping,
and Toa, like many other participants, expressed the adequacy of current
consumption levels for managing:

It would be nice to have a beautiful car that cost about $30,000 but that is not
important to me. I am alright with a bicycle. (Toa, 74, low ER)

Participants told stories in which financial insecurity was part of the
continuity of their lives, something they had coped with and would continue
to actively manage. Sarah, when asked about her spending, states:

Oh no I've got to be very careful how I spend. I've always been one to make sure that
I've got plenty of cooking things in the house. .. (77, widow living alone in a rented
house, low ER)

Throughout her interview Sarah recounted stores of coping with little, with
her current ability to manage on a low income a consequence of a lifetime of
economising and careful saving:

You were home with the children, and he, you know I mean my husband never got
big wages. And I'll never forget, I used to save a little bit of money because I used to
have to grate all my soap, make it and then grate it, you know to wash and everything
... And then I'd save a little bit of money, you know so I could buy a packet of soap
powder.

The word ‘security’ hardly featured in participants’ talk — the future was
anticipated as ‘business as usual’ for many of these participants who had lived
through and already successfully coped with difficult financial, material
and social circumstances. The expectation of uncertainty was not viewed
with a sense of trepidation or fear, but with a kind of certainty. For example,
Craig when asked about managing with less, notes:

Oh yeah, I just have to tighten the belt a bit, but that’s alright. (Craig, 77, widower
living alone in own home, low ER)

The knowledge that struggle and overcoming were part of daily existence
provided many with a sense of comfort, resilience and a sense of ontological
security. Having coped before, for participants like Brian, in the quote which
follows there was security in the knowledge that they would survive and
withstand future trials whether these involved declining health, changes in
social relationships or material conditions:

I don’t think we’ve ever had a lot of money, we’ve never been ultra-rich or even
pretty by that. So we’ve always been careful and I think people of our age group
and in our social sort of whatever, always tended to have worked hard for what
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they had and didn’t have a hell of a lot left over at the end of the week. (Brian, 76,
lives with his spouse in an independent dwelling in a retirement village, low ER)

For those with fewer economic resources, ontological security was not
described in terms of the presence of external resources that can be drawn
upon to buffer unexpected changes in physical health and material
circumstances in later life, but the presence of personal resources that
allow the incorporation of expected changes in health and standards of
living over the remainder of their lives. Because these resources are internal,
they represent a security which external resources cannot match for these
participants. Research indicates older people draw on their overcoming of
previous hardships as a means of coping with the present (Wellman et al.
1997). As Padgett (2007) suggests with regard to people who have suffered
from mental illness, many older people who have experienced crisis and
poverty may actually expect insecurity and uncertainty as a normal part
of life. For Padgett’s participants, a combination of external resources (e.g.
a dwelling of their own) and internal resources (such as self-determination
and hope) helped them establish constancy in their environment and cope
with a still uncertain future. Similarly in this research, previous experiences
of overcoming difficulty appeared to influence future expectations of coping
with the acknowledged unpredictability of life.

A number of participants with lower levels of economic resources had
achieved higher incomes and greater financial stability under New Zealand
Superannuation than they had over their lifecourse. In his interview for
example, Rua described how he and his wife’s everyday life was still a financial
struggle, but this had been made easier though receipt of superannuation
from the age of 65.

When we actually first came back, because I wasn’t 65, I wasn’t qualified for the super
at the time. It was hard then. Tried to make ends meet and trying to come within our
bounds or the rules of WINZ [Work and Income New Zealand] but now, being on
the pension and all that. .. (Rua, late sixties, lives with his spouse in a rental home,
low ER)

Consequently, for many participants with lower levels of economic
resources, greater security and stability of income combined with a set of
internal resources understood through narratives of coping and of ‘cutting
one’s cloth’ to fit constrained circumstances, enabled those with limited
economic resources to experience ontological security in later life.

Mid economic resources: coping with insecurity through re-adjustment

Participants in the mid-range of economic living standard exhibited the
most ontological insecurity around their ability to cope with both expected
and unexpected changes in future circumstances. The unpredictability
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of life combined with a potential inability to provide materially for the
future was a cause for much greater anxiety and insecurity than was
exhibited by those participants at either end of the economic resource
spectrum.

Int:  So it’s [your life] sort of, very different from what you had visualised
it would be?
Lila: It’s certainly not what my husband had expected. When he went. At least he
thought I'd be comfortable. Yeah. Anyway. .. (84, widow living alone in own
home, mid ER)

In response to questions regarding how they would respond to a
reduction in economic resources, participants in the mid-range of
economic resources described the need for careful planning to adapt.
Older people in these circumstances described how a reduction in financial
resources would require them to think, to plan and to budget. For those
with mid-range economic resources in situations of financial constraint,
managing unpredictability was often about retaining control over consump-
tion.

Int:  So, what sort of things would you change if you had less to spend?

Tui: I'd probably have to look at what I really needed and what I could do without.
And I guess I would have to change the way I think about clothes, or I'd have to
change, well I've certainly changed already the kind of food that I buy and the
meals that I prepare. And I've gone for more economical, healthy but
economical choices, yeah. Probably I'd just look, overall I mean for instance
shutting down medical insurance. I'm going to think about that. I don’t want to
get rid of insurances on property or life but the fact that I'm even thinking
about it is an interesting challenge. (67, lives with her spouse in their own
home, mid ER)

In the face of a standard of living which was often more austere (by choice
and necessity) than that held during ‘working life’, making the right life
choices, spending wisely and managing finances were seen as critical. Sen
also acknowledged the impact of other influences which can affect the ability
of individuals to transform economic resources into capabilities (Morris
2009). Unforeseen events such as sickness could provoke uncertainty, for
example, when participants had to give up private health insurance because
of the cost, or when they had to find the money for unexpected costs. Here
Lila has had to pay for private surgery by taking a loan against the value
of her housing asset, in order to receive financial peace of mind in the face
of a cancer diagnosis:

Lila: Well I've had to have quite a bit done, get cancerous bits done on me. That’s
[inaudible]. So I've had to pay for it, I've had to borrow.
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Int: So that means you've had to take money against the house, take a mortgage
against the house?
Lila: Yes. (84, widow living in own home, mid ER)

For some participants rising household costs and high-profile financial
company collapses involving their retirement savings had contributed
further to insecurity. Heather, who had lost most of her investments,
explained how different life was now that she was living largely on
New Zealand Superannuation.

I know, it was, I’d sort of got to a stage just before my husband died, where we’d
got to a stage where we were living very comfortable thank you on our
investments and national super which we’d only just started to get because it’s
the frill on top. Now I'm living on National Super and the bits I get from investments
are the frills on top, you know, yeah. (Heather, widow living in own home, 77,
mid ER)

Consequently the need for security as a capability may be blocked or
frustrated by the circumstances people now find themselves in (Underlid
2007). In their interview talk, many mid ER participants spent time and
effort in shaping their identities as ‘coping’ individuals endeavouring to
resolve fears and tensions concerning their wellbeing, through framing their
identity as responsible and self-managing citizens. Here Theresa discusses
her anxiety about not having saved sufficiently for retirement. She plans to
sell her house to release some capital but notes that the money would not be
spent extravagantly:

But now younger people are told to save for their retirement. You don’t think of that
really as an important factor. But it is important. When I sell my house and invest the
money, the balance, then I would have that little extra which would make life a lot
easier. But I wouldn’t want to [splash] out in any big way. But it would mean that you
could, I don’t really know, go to the pictures more, well not more often, I haven’t
been to the pictures for over a year. A friend just rung me this morning, he was saying
‘yes, when’s the special days?” It’s $8. (Theresa, 66, single, living alone in own home,
mid ER)

Most of those in the mid-range of economic resources had not had
lengthy experiences of coping through such uncertainty, and unlike
those at the top of the living standards scale they did not have the
considerable economic resources available to provide a ‘security blanket’
for such events. For many, struggling to maintain previous material
standards of living not only suggested a lack of preparedness for later life,
but called into question future provision for their remaining years. The
unpredictability of life was consequently difficult to integrate into such
understandings and engendered considerable ontological insecurity and
anxiety.
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The sense of unpredictability of life was highlighted in a study of displaced
Hurricane Katrina survivors in New Orleans. This study found that the
mental health impacts of the loss of material and financial resources, trust
and the security of community membership were significant factors in loss
of ontological security (Hawkins and Maurer 2010). In a similar but more
everyday way perhaps, these factors are also at stake among those whose
economic resources were in the mid-range. Having stability in material
circumstance, having normal and regular routines and meaningful trust
networks with others are important as markers of ontological security
(Padgett 2007). However, the risk and uncertainties shaped through
transition to retirement, the onset of ill health, change in family and
financial circumstances, and a lack of sources of annuitised income for
middle-income New Zealanders may provide additional uncertainties
for older people in this cohort whose expectation for their later years has
often been shaped by a life of relative comfort and security of income,
autonomy and self-determination. Under these circumstances, maintaining
the everyday and taken-for-granted ‘rhythms of life’ may be challenging
(Padgett 2007: 1933) and the need to adjust to new practices which
challenge one’s sense of autonomy and independence may not be easy
(Valkila et al. 2010).

Conclusion: pursuing security and the capabilities derived from economic
resources

While Sen’s capability approach implies that greater access to economic and
material resources enable a greater range of freedoms and opportunities,
this analysis indicates that there is not a straightforward relationship between
economic resources and ontological security as it is perceived and pursued
by participants. For the very wealthy participants in our study, experiences of
coping in life had been greatly assisted by economic resources which had
in the past, and would in the future, enable them to change and to adjust to
all but the most unmanageable life circumstances. The capacity provided
by economic resources for future security was acknowledged, but security
was not a significant daily concern for many participants with considerable
economic resources.

The life trajectories of those participants with least access to economic
resources meant they often lacked the capacity to change their material
circumstances and financial security was often a pressing and immediate
concern. Nevertheless, although participants recognised that they lacked
economic resources to overcome the unpredictability of everyday life, their
previous experiences of coping through adversity meant that they continued
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to manage in an uncertain world. In addition for some, a higher and/or
more reliable source of income through receipt of New Zealand
Superannuation had actually provided greater security in retirement.
Participants with lowest levels of economic resources consequently
exhibited greater levels of ontological security than might have been
expected.

However, those with mid-range economic resources had neither a
historically developed capacity to cope with uncertainty, nor the capacity
provided by economic resources to provide continuity and a sense of
autonomy and control over their future. Many of these participants
had experienced the security of a good household income gained from
employment in their pre-retirement years, had saved conscientiously and
contributed taxation, and had expectations for ‘cradle to grave provision’
from the State (Thomson 1996). With higher expectations of security, and
in the face of concerns about the sufficiency of their economic resources
to last their lifetime and the unpredictability of health and material
circumstances, such participants were most anxious about their ability to
cope and manage through difficulties.

The findings of the group of people with mid-range economic resources
suggests that older New Zealanders with previously adequate material
living conditions may lack confidence in the reliability of the economic
system and the State to support predictable social and material out-
comes as they age. Linz and Semykina’s (2010) study of the perceptions of
insecurity in Russia found that these were higher when economic
conditions were deteriorating. Similarly, interview extracts indicate that
many older people with mid-range economic resources were worried over
whether their accumulated assets and economic resources would be
adequate for their needs over their lifespan. Such anxieties may be
compounded by expectations of a longer period spent in retirement and
social imperatives to remain healthy and independent (Breheny and
Stephens 2010) and to pursue a leisured lifestyle (Pond, Stephens and
Alpass 2009, 2010).

In addition to this, the security of older New Zealanders with varying
economic resources must be placed in its historical and social context. In
New Zealand, the current cohort of older people have benefited from
comparatively generous state provision of welfare benefits, subsidised health
care, housing subsidies and supports, and free education over their working
lives. Their expectations of the ability to manage, to make do and to age
positively have reflected both their individual resourcefulness and the
security of state support. Consequently, it is important to recognise that the
attribution of ontological security to both internal resources and dispositions
that have developed over the lifecourse, and to external and structural
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factors, occurs in and is influenced by specific temporal, political, economic
and spatial contexts. Thus different welfare systems are likely to promote
altered patterns of security across a gradient of economic resources. As
mentioned previously, in New Zealand, with a relatively universal pension
system, for some individuals who had been under-employed or unemployed
prior to retirement the Superannuation pension provides more rather than
less security. This might not be the case in contexts where State pensions are
paid out at lower relative income levels and where access to and uptake of
private pensions is low. Consequently, variations in State and private
provision, means testing and/or taxing of pensions, and annuitised versus
lump sum payments of pensions are all factors which may promote or
undermine security for individuals with differing levels of economic
resources. However, the universality of the way in which security was pursued
across our range of participants suggests that, regardless of the context in
which security is manifest, ontological security is a significant rhetorical
arena for shaping identity and for moral ascriptions of both self and others as
one ages. Further exploration is consequently needed to understand the
ways in which security and identity are connected across a range of social and
spatial contexts. Understanding how economic resources enable and restrict
choices and opportunities for action and autonomy aligns with the aim of
‘new materialist’ work in social gerontology, which asks questions not just
about what material resources are significant in everyday life, but about the
work that they enable and perform in specific contexts (Chapman 2006).

The choices participants have available to them and their capacities to
influence their current and future circumstances do differ across levels of
economic resources, but not in a predictable gradient. Drawing on extracts
from interviews with older people, we have demonstrated that issues of
security are most problematic for those whose life opportunities and
economic resources fall midway on a continuum of economic resources.
While we might have expected participants in this group to express higher
levels of security than those with less access to economic resources, this was
not the case.

We argue that the cultural shaping of life trajectories and experiences
and future aspirations of coping impact on the extent to which the capability
of security is pursued and experienced. Our analysis suggests that what older
people are seeking is not so much the purchasing power of economic
resources, but the management of later life unpredictability. Ontological
security does not remove risk, but it does enable it to become part of one’s
world of normalcy (Ring 2005). Not knowing what the future holds is an
inevitable part of the embodied experience of later life, but ability to
respond to the future in ways developed in the past is a means of ensuring
ontological security.
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The effects of privilege and disadvantage infiltrate the everyday lives
of people in subtle and pervasive ways (Mansvelt 2012), as this examination
of the impact of economic position on the experience of security
demonstrates. Examination of inequalities often focuses attention on
the everyday life of the disadvantaged. There has been recent recognition
of the limitations of focusing on the poor for understanding the
reproduction of disadvantage (Stephens 2010) and a need to also focus
on the everyday practices of the privileged to fully understand the
experience of inequalities. The present study highlights the advantages of
studying both the wealthy and the poor in order to understand the ways
in which the capabilities that people value are shaped and constituted
differently according to the context of varying life trajectories, experiences
and expectations.

How differing economic living standards for those living in retirement
are understood and to be acted upon is a matter of current contention
(Berthoud, Blekesaune and Hancock 2006; Grundy and Holt 2001). We
suggest that a more nuanced understanding of the intersection of economic
resources and expressed dimensions of wellbeing such as ontological
security can inform the practices of public-, private- and voluntary-sector
groups which aim to enable individuals to deal with risks that are less likely
to be mitigated by welfare states in the future (Ring 2005). Understanding
more about the capabilities that are supported or undermined by
structures and practices which alter both material entitlements and trust
relations for particular groups of older people is critical. For example, while
the unpredictability of one’s health was an area of concern across all
participants, for those in the mid-range of economic resources who had
relinquished private health insurance because of the cost of premiums, the
loss of what they saw as their opportunity to have ‘timely” health care was a
source of particular insecurity.

Thus if ontological security is an important part of wellbeing (Wills-
Herrera et al. 2011), then the implications of current social and economic
policies such as retirement income, tax increases, health policies, housing
and accommodation subsidies, must be considered, not just for those who
are most materially deprived, but also for those whose ontological security
and coping may be significantly challenged as they strive to age successfully.
Social and economic policy to support successful ageing by a growing
population of older people will need to recognise not only the financial
implications of provision and resource allocation, but also the psychological,
emotional and material effects of the experience of security and predict-
ability in the face of changing circumstances faced by people as they age.
Consequently, the research presented in this paper highlights the need to
consider the complex ways in which economic resources are connected
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to other social and material aspects of everyday life to produce particular
capabilities and outcomes. It is hoped that greater recognition of the varied
and multiple factors which contribute to the capability to achieve and
pursue ontological security will inform policies and practices which enable
all individuals positioned differently with regard to social, structural and
spatial relationships to age positively.
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