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ABSTRACT 

Research suggests that rem.inisc.ence, done in a meaningfu_l 

social context may invite the reminiscer t o construct stor ie•s 

that are empowering and validating. With .no other apparent 

research existing that explores the effect of creating a self 

narrative in the ·context of a meaningful family member, this 

s ·tudy addressed the question : "What i •s the experience of 

.creating a self-narrative in the presence of a grandchild? 11 • 

An interpretive phenomenological methodology was employed to 

explore this resear.ch que~tion . Four grandparents each with 

one chosen grandchild, participated in thi.s study. Data 

gatherin.g involved two reminiscence conversations involv-ing 

each grandparent/grandch · l ·d pair ·and myself fpllowed by an 

interview between myse lf and each grandparent in which their 

experience of the reminiscence conversati-0ns was discussed. 

Themes in each granc{parent' s experience of the remi:i:1iscence 

conversations were identified and explored and then some of 

the shared ways the participants experience d the conversations 

was discusse.d. 

All the grandparent participants expressed a clear 

positive bias in the content and style of t.b.e self-narratives. 

This was due to the pleasure that was reported to come from 

telling p.ositively oriented stories and the social belief that 

thei-r grandchild would not want to hear painful memories,. 

Unhappy life events were de-emphasise.d although important 

losses and regrets were acknowledged by all participants. 

W:hile most found the opportunity to acknow.ledge thes·e 
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events empowering, only one participant actively us.ed the 

conversations to help resolve bis regrets in a way similar to 

a therapeutic I life' revi.ew" - of primary c.oncern t.o this study 

was the question of the effect of the grandchild on the way 

the conversations were experienced. 'I'he participants indicated 

that their gr.andchildren promoted an: emphasis on positive 

stories. The participants also shaped the conversations to 

engage and interest tl;l,e,ir gran4chi,ldreIJ.~, To varying degrees, 

tne grandchildren a.lso revealed ·their role.s as co-auth.ors of 

their grandpare tsr narratives. The caring nature of the 

chosen l .isteners helped their granap·arents tp i:;-econ..struct 

parts_ of thei•r narratives in a pos i'tive way . Finally, the 

grandchildren also enabled the participants to express the 

culturally defined grandparent role of the 'valued elder'. 

Implications for counsellors and further research was 

discussed in relation to the findings of this inquiry. 
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CHAP-TER 1 

INTRon·ucTrON 

An exper:ience, e ·speoially in youth, is quickly 
overlaid by others, and is not at the moment fully 
comprehended. But it is over1aia, not lost. Time 
hurries it from us, but also keeps it ln store, and 
it can later be recaptured and amplified by memory 
so that ·at leisure we can interpret its meaning and 
enjoy its savour. 

John Buchan, 1940 

A si¢ficant increase in the number and proporti"on of 

t:he aged within the general population is a demographic trend 

currently shared by al 1 modern western soc'iet1e·s (Hal 1 and 

Perlmutter, 1992). With the tremendous growth .in the aged 

population, inter$st in ways that can enhance this group's 

psychological well--heing are flou.rishiµg and _previously held 

beliefs concerni'ng the. aged are being vigorously reworked and 

reexamined. Th.is gen·eral trend in g-erontology is clearly 

reflected by the incr.eased interest in life review and 

reminiscence therapy (Haight, 1991) .. Before the 1960's, the 

act of reminiscence by 'the aged was considered to be a sign of 

det.erioration, a disengaging from the "real world 0 of the 

present to tl;l.e "good old _days" of the past. over the last 

thirty years, however, theor.ists and researchers ha,ve re­

examined their assumptions concerning reminiscence and now 

generally view the activity as. a normal, if not essential, 

component of successful aging (Coleman, 1986). This reversal 

in att i-tude is partially du,e to the seminal work of Robert 

Butler ( 19 63) Who persuasively argued that life review (an 

evaluat_ive form of reminiscence) is a universally practis.ed 

and the:rapeut:1.c activity. Sii:ice But.let:' s artic1·e I the n:umber 
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potential of 

Barbara Haight 

(1.9-91) conducted the most recent literature review .on the 

topics of reminiscence and life review for refereed journals 

in the United States . She foun~ that gerontologists in the 

1960 1 s published only three articles on the subject, growing 

to twenty articles in the 1970 's and finally increasing to 

seventy-one· articles in the ·19BO's. Judgipg by the large 

number of article·s published in the early 199.0 's, this 

expansionary trend is continuing.. Even with this impressive 

growt_h in resear·ch on the use of reminiscence in. the aged 

there are s ti 11 many doubts conc~rning the act i v·i ty' s 

therapeutic efficacy. 

Reminiscence -Therapy and Life Review 

One common problem in current gerontological literature 

is that the terms. reminiscence therapy and lif.e review are not 

well defined and are often used interchangeably (Ebersole, 

1986; Watt and Wong, 1992).. For the purposes of this inquiry, 

reminiscence therapy is defined as a pxocedure in which an 

aged individual uses their reminiscences alone, with a 

counsellor, or in a group, to help them adapt to the 

challenges of later life. Reminiscenc.e therapy may have many 

functions and ls not always fo.cused on finding meaning in 

life. It could be. directed towards other functions such as 

problem solving, social network building or self-esteem 

enhancement. Moreover, reminiscence ther.apy often does not 

involve a deep chronological exploration of an individu.al' s 

life. Instead, props o,r themes 1nay be used to focus and 

contain the reminiscer's memorigs. 
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Conversely, Rpbert Butler ( 1_964) !first described the life. 

review process as "a naturally occurring, universal mental 

_process" which involves a return to consc_iousness of pa.st 

experiences and especia-lly unresolved conflicts... According to 

Butler, life review is triggered by the approach of one's 

death and the need to com·e to terms with the past in an 

attempt to achieve what Erik Erikson called 11 ego integrity" 

Life review is a frank, evaluative and often lengthy process 

in which idealized images of the self are let go so that a new 

self can emer.ge - one that integrates, and is consistent with, 

the realities of the past, present and future. 

Part of the reason why researchers have often used the 

terms reminiscence therapy and life review interchangeahl_y bas 

:to do w·i th tha fact that many reminiscence interventions do 

not clearly fit the criteria of re:miniscen_ce. therapy or life 

review~ As I will discuss .later in this text, the 

intervention used in this study is designed to elic.it 

narrative life stories which may or may not _'pe eval,uati ve and 

may or may not be used to resolve past c .on.flicts or find 

meaning .in life. Because I have not• designed the re1ninisc.ence 

intervention used in this study to fulfil the functions_ of 

li-fe review, I have referred to the intervention as 

reminiscence therapy~ or more accurately, reminiscence 

conversations. 

statement of the Problem 

The experimental _evaluations of reminiscence therapy with 

the elderly to date can be divided into tho·se studies that 

examine life review and reminiscence therapy in group settings 

and tho.se that focus on individual reminiscence interviews. 
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Th~ re.sults of:: the stuqies based on .group re1Ili:nisc·ence have 

almost always shown reminiscence to be related to positive 

adjustwent in old age while the studie,s ·on ind.i vidual 

reminiscence work have produced mixed r.esul ts (Lieberman & 

Fal , 1971; Haight1 l.991.; Thorton & Brotchie, 1987). 'The 

equivocal fil)dings in ;Lndiyidual reminiscence therapy have le"d 

some researchers to claim that the role of rem.inisc.enc:e as a 

therapeutic activity is in: doubt and th·at other 'lrle~ of 

therapy should be considered before resorting to reminiscence 

work (Thorton and B::totohie, 1987, Brennan & stein.berg, 1984) .. 

Taken as a wJrtole, how~v.er, (with. the inclµsion of case studies 

and qualitative inquiries), the research on indi victual 

reminisaence therapy suggests t hat it would be unwise. and 

perhaps even negligent to abandon the use of reminiscence as 

a pot:entially therapeutic intervention (Haightr 1991). 

Tb,e confusing and ambivalent result:s of much of the 

research on reminiscence therapy has led Coleman (1986} to 

argue that simpl~ asking if reminiscence promotes adjustment 

is too naive. Instead Coleman says, "we must d.etermin•e the 

conditions under which reminiscence is adaptive and relate 

such findings to our understanding· of the human personality" 

(p. -152). To ac);lieve Coleman's goal, it is this researcher's 

opinion that we must step back from trying to discover what 

problems r ·eminj_scence. therapy will solve, and instead, ri'chly 

de-scribe actual experiences of reminisc1.n9" to discover more 

ab.out wh·at is actually taking place during this process. The 

mixed results of individual rerniniscenc·e s .tudies may well 

indicate. that reminiscence is a far ,:nore· complex process than 

once thought.. Reminiscence may, in fact, have multiple 

meanings and functions 1..hat vary dra.matical-ly depending on the 

individual and their contextual situation. This study was 
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created in response -to this need .for mor·e desari"ptive and 

richly detailed studies of the phenomenon of reminiscence as 

expressed in a particular social context . 

Although r:es.earch suggests that group r ·eminiscence 

therapy appears to promote adaFtation in the elderly (Haight, 

199J.), quite often groups are not available or accessible to 

elder·1y clients and, in gener.al, the. aged have been found to 

be more apprehensive about group work. than the younger 

population {Tase.land, 1990). As of yet, there has be·en very 

li tt1e research devoted to id•entifying ·what f if any, a spects 

of the group reminisc.ence experience are therapeutic but 

la.eking ih the in"d.ividual reminiscence therapy experience. 

with the impressive body of research indi.cating that group 

reminiscence therapy can facilitate late life adaptation it 

becomes imperative that the ef.fectiye elements of group 

reminiscence be gl-eanect .and applied in other more accessible, 

inviting and constructive ways. 

one attempt to explain the· discrepancy in research 

findings between group and individual reminiscence studies 

points to the longer duration of most _group treatments 

(Haight, l .991) . Another explanation is that many therapeutic 

quai'i ties of reminiscende may be more easily expressed and 

experienced in a social context other than that of a client 

and therapist. .Edward Casey (1989t cited in Sherm.an, 1990) 

noted that one of the most distinguishing characteristics of 

reminiscence is that it "flourishes in the company of oth.ers11 

(p. 8). He claims that not only does reminiscence tend to 

occur in a social context but it is "actively solicited" by 

that context. rt has further been suggested that 

reminiscenc·e r done in a socia:l co_ntext of people who are 

important to the reminiscer, invi.tes tba:t individual to choose 
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·and construct memories and stories that are reinforcing, 

educational and empowering and thus validate their life 

experience (McMahon & Rhudick, 1964). 

P~~pos of the Study 

In this study, ·a gr-andchild has been added to the social 

context of a grandparent (rt?.mir:ds.cer) and researcher creating 

a triad and making the conditions more akin to that of a group 

experience . A descriptive phenomenological methodology was 

used to explore the aged participants 1 experience 0£ reminis ­

eence therapy in this. social context. It is my belief that 

this enquiry reveals a rich and detailed description of each 

_participant's experience of exploring .and describing the 

events and stories of their life in the pres.ence of one of 

their grandchiidren. This research explores and helps 

determl.ne some of the ways the grandchild/grandparent social 

context a'ffects reminiscence and whether such a setting 

promotes effective reminiscence therapy. Moreover, the 

research adds to tbe growing body of· more rece·nt- literature 

that calls for a teasing out of the sp~cif ic elements of 

.reminiscence that can aid the elderly in ad.justing to the 

challenges of .later lif'e ., 

Reminiscence and the Self 

one of the underpinnings of phenomenology is the notion 

that, as people, ~e can only perceive and experience things 

(such as past events) with re:ference to ourselves _(~e:rleau­

Ponty, 1..963, cited in Sherman1 l.991). Thus a reminiscer's 

present notion of self cannot b.e fully separated from the 
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content or process of their memories. 1-n essence then, each 

tim·e we reminisce we reconstrct a component of our past in 

relation to our current selves. 

The nature of reminiscence may also be influenced by an 

individual's current sense of s:elf . When a prevailing 

construction of self is threatened (dur'irig transitions like 

adolescence and late adulthood for instance) research sugges·ts 

that the level of reminiscence is high (Sherman, 1991..; Lewis, 

1971). Lewis (1971} c onducted an experimental study which 

indicated that re:min.i.scence is used by some elderly 

individuals as a defens·e against threats to their sense of 

self wo.rth. I .n late adulthood threats to one~ s identity and 

self worth through the loss of loved ones and important 

social, physical and psycho logical funptions is· comrnonpl.aoe . 

~s Sherman e~plains, 

.In youth .one is contemporaneously embedded in the 
social context of significant others and objects, 
but in old a:ge this context of self .must be 
recaptured, and sustained in the present through 
reminiscence (p. 7). 

Reminiscence, it i :s sugge.sted, may be used by aged individuals 

to compensa·te for the loss of identity maintaining relation­

ships and events by supporting (thr.ough revisiting and 

reconstructing the past) their s.ense of self. Many threats to 

the self :exper'ienoed by the aged (loss of a partner or a _job) 

can be viewed as a change in that individual's social context. 

To some extent, even our immecHate social contex.ts influence 

.and shape our 'identities. We are probably, for instance, ve.ry 

different people when .caught in traffic than we are during a 

meal with loved ones. T-his is not to say that individuals 

react to ehanging contexts by passively altering their self 

concepts . An individual "shapes and is shaped by their social 
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conte:xt•• (Starr , 1992; p~ 2-59) .• But our social context can 

influence the stories we tell about ourselves and the way we 

feel about cur:s ·e1ve-s in the present. Sherman ( 1991) and Casey 

(1989) .depict the intimate connection between one's reminis­

cenoes and their concept of self by describing a 11revivifying11 

function of reminiscence . 

There. is a momentary ·merging of the person's 
consc-iousnass with what is remembered. This gives 
a sense of becoming at one with what is remember·ect 
(P .~ ·31) • 

The cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner (1987) goes even 

.furth er by suggesting that we actually nbeco:me the auto­

biographical narratives by which we tell about our live·s 11 (p .. 

15'). If a particular social context can influence how and 

What an indivi dual actively Cboosas to recall and tell. about 

himself; and if different remembered narrative stories can 

affect one 1 ;s present self concept, then it appears· quite 

lfkely· that the social context of reminiscence therapy can 

influence a:nd invite the client t .o reconstruct their past in 

a manner that potentially therapeutically affects their 

present. 

Research disous·sed later in this text, suggests that 

certain contexts make particular: styles of reminiscence m·ore 

likely. As of yet no research has examlned if the particular 

social context of reminiscence therapy can b_e structured in 

such a way as to make certain therapeutic styles and ways of 

experiencing reminiscence more probable. Through the 

exploration of the participants' exper'ience o-f r ·eminiscing in 

a social context that includes a grandchild. some reminiscence 

themes nave been identified that appear to be clearly linked 

to the social context of the activity. 
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Self Narrative.a 

Past events o.annot be changed but the narrative 
used to connect them can be. 

Edward Sherman 

Life review is considered ~Y most individuals as a very 

personal proc.ess and research indica,:es that simple 

reminiscence therapy rarel induces life review with clie~ts 

or research participants (Lieberman~ Tobin, 1983; Sherman, 

1991) . The narrative component of life review, however, 

appears to be a common 'feature of reminiscence therapy -

espe·cially in a so.cial setting. Edward Casey ( 1989) claims 

that "the very telling of one's reminiscences to others 

ind1.1c~s or encourages a storyli·ne form'•' (P· 4-0). P.olkinghorne 

(1988) sums up the basic features ·of .a narrative: 

The narrative at.tends to the tem,poral dimension of 
human existence and configures events. into a unity. 
The events b.ecome meaningf:ul. ,in relation to the 
theme or po.int of the narrative (p. 67). 

Certainly the· vast majority of the· reminiscenc_e o.onversations 

which took place in this study were conprised of narrative 

story tel.ling construct.ions. Tl;tis narrative ·f orm is important 

because as Epson, White and Murray (1992) argue, "In order to 

give ~eaning to our experience we must organize it, frame it, 

or give pattern to it" (.p. 97). These authors go on to say 

that "narrative provides the dominant frame for lived 

exper ienc~ and the organ.i.zation and patter.ni;ng of lived 

experience' and II it is through these stories that lived 

exp.erience is interpreted''. Furthermore, there is no better 

"mechanism for the structuring of lived experience that so 

captures the sense of lived time". Self narratives then, are 

not only structures that enabl.e us to f i.JJ_d meaning in our 

lives and our selves but they also provide a notion of time 



that reflects our lived experience of our lives to date, not 

the ohronological duration of events. 

Bruner ( 1987) ar.gues that there is little to distinguish 

between the narrative processes ·we use to talk ·about our lives 

and who we are as individuals~ 

Eventually the culturally shaped cognitive and 
linguistic processes that guide the self-tel.ling of 
li.fe narratives achieve the power to structure. 
perc.eptual experience, to organize memory, to 
segment and purpose-build the very "events" of a 
life (p. 15). 

Polkinghorne (1988) claims that because narratives provide a 

sche.me for our self-identity, therapeut.ic functions of 

narrative could ino.lud.e making a latent narrative evi~en.t or 

constru·cting a unifying and coherent n·arrat.ive that clarifies 

an individual's present self and future possibilities. He 

goes on to say that 11 nar~atives are context sensitive, both in 

their telling and in the meaning the_y give to events" (p .164) . 

rt appears likely the.n, that particular contexts may influence 

the therapeutic meaning making potential of narratives. 

There is also evidence that a narrative f.orm of 

reminiscence is particularly appropriate for the aged 

population. Recent empirical research indicates that the aged 

are les-s able than the young to remember exposit•ory text but 

just as able to recall text presented in a narrative form 

(Tun, 195·9. cited in Sherman, 1991). As Sherman states, "For 

the elderly, perhaps more than any other age group, narrati~e 

is the prilnary form b.y whi•ch human experience is made 

·meaningful" (p. 40). As will be descr:ibed more fully, this 

study was designed to invite the aged participants to review 

their lives by constructing a self-narrative (through the act 

of recalling and recounting the storie·s o·f their lives) in an 

ef.fort to explore the ways this process may be experienced. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED THEORY AND RESEARCH 

Historical Bapkground 

To a large extent, the ·seeds 0£ reminiscence therapy were 

planted by the psycho.analytic theorists Carl Jung ·and, Erik 

Erikson. Jun9 (cited in Ha'll & Lindzey, 1.985) f ocused 

primarily on the second half of human life and argued that 

human gaal_s become: more spiritual and focused on finding 

meani ng in life, as individuals mature, Erikson also ·richly 

de.scribed. late iife as a t:i.me when individuals reflect on 

their lives and try to achieve 11 ego integrity'• or the 

integration of· the accrued e:lq)erien,ce·s of one's life. 

Although these theorists stressed the importance of self­

reflection in old age, the prevailing attitude to.ward 

reminiscence in the aged, until the mid .1960' s , wa.s extremely 

negative (Colenian, 1986; Sherman, 1991) •. The belief that 

remini~cence in the aged was a sign of di_sengag·ement and 

mental deterioration prevailed until 1963 when Robert Butler 

published his seminal article on the: topics of life review and 

reminiscence titled uThe Life Review: An Interpretation of 

Reminisc·ence in the Agedn. In this article Butler describes 

the life review as, 

A naturally occurring, universal mental prpces.s 
characterised by the progressive return to 
consciousness of past experiences I and, partic­
ularly the resurgence of unresolved conflicts 
(p 66) • 

Butler argued convincingly that this process can help the aged 

attain Erikson's final developmental task of achieving ego 

integrity. The work o·f Butler offered a new perspective on 

the reminiscence process and ·serves, to this day, as a 
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catalyst and theoretical framework for research on individual 

and group reminiscence therapy, But while Butler helped 

1r1iberate " remin.i:scel:lce, his indiV.idual developmental 

perspective of the phenomenon has been so influential it may 

have overshadowed other fruitful ways of viewing the activity. 

Another study carried out by McMahon and lfuudick ( 1964) 

.follo~ed shortly a:fter Butlerrs seminal work but focused more. 

on the interpersonal and social influences and functions o·f 

reminiscence. These resea-rchers 'found that the frequency o:f 

story-telling and instructive reminiscence (which will later 

be called transmissive r.eminiscence·) in a group of Spanish 

Alner i .can war veterans was clo.sely related to f:re.edom from 

depression. They noted that the p .ositive aspects of the J?aSt 

wera ofteh exaggerated by the veterans and that this tendency 

c ould be therapeutic in aiding in the preservation of self 

r ·esp.ect in the f aoe of lost social roles and functi·ons ln old 

age,. It seems that the soc'ial context of being with other 

veterans invited the reminicers to positively ·embellish their 

stories and thus use the past to construct and support a 

positive ~resent identity. Although MoMahon and Rhudick 1 s 

study is considered a classic, :most re·search on reminiscenc~ 

therapy ha·s followed the intrapersonal developmental ist course 

set by Butler. One goal of this inquiry· is to explore the 

influence of social factors on the experienc-e of reminiscence 

and in so doing discern if the reminiscer's social context is 

of more i'mportance than has been previous.ly :indicated in• th~ 

predominantly intrap.sychic developmental literature. 

Individual and Group Reminiscence 

A gr·eat deal of the. writing on remlniscenoe therapy has 

been in the form ·of s,ingle olient reports or case studies. 
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Haight ( 1991) reviewed sixty of these articles and founo that; 

with one exception, they were all tvquite positive about life 

review or at least, nonevaluative'' {p. s ·). There is a great. 

discrepancy, however; between the overwhelmingly p-osi t.icve 

results 0£ control.led research .stud.ies ·on group. reminiscence 

therapy and the mix:ed results of equi vale'nt individual on·e-to­

one reminiscence studies. 

Some of the quantitative individua·l reminiscence studies 

with positive results include research by Carlson (1984) wh6 

found th!=lt the level of reminisc,ing ·correlated with ego 

integr-ity- Similarly.,. Fa·11ot (1980} f :ound that reminiscing 

c:ian :5erve aJ).. aqapti,ve fu.n~tion of ,qeqreasing depression and 

shame in middle adulthood as .well as old age. McMahon and 

Rhudick's (1964) often quoted work suggests tnat veterans who 

reminisced the most had the highest self- .esteem. Haight 

(1988) .found that life review significantly improved the leve_l 

.pf life siatisfaction anci p-:5yphologic~l, well-be·ing of her 

participants. 

Conv.ersely, however, Brennan & Stienburg (1984- ) foun.d no 

relationshi.p l::>etwee:n reminiscence .and m:o~ale .in his aged 

participants. Lieberman & Fal.k (1971) found no difference in 

level of adaptation betwe.en reminisder·s and non relninisc·ers. 

Finally, Thorton and Brotchie ( 1987) reviewed the empirical 

literature and concluded that "there is litt.le evidence of an 

age-specif io process o·f rerninisc_ence'' and ''thus the function 

of such a process .is unclear and the role of reminiscence as 

a therapeutic activity 1.s in doubt1' (p. 93). 

,In opposition to t _he equivocal re.sul b~ f'c:iund i;n 

individual reminiscence research, controlled research with 

groups has almost ·always produced pos.it:ive outcomes (Haight, 

19'91). These results include i111.proved levels of sel.f-esteem 
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tBergland, 1982; Lappe, 19.87; Ingersol & Goodman, 1980), 

decreased levels. of depression (Parsons, 1986) and improved 

-cognitive functioning and adaptability (Hughston & Merriam 

1982.; Berghorn & Schafer 198.7). In fact , of the twenty-one 

group research studies reviewed by Haight1 only one had 

negative results. 

This discrepancy in research resu:·1ts is exemplified by the 

opposing re.sul ts of two quantitative st'l.dies. In one s ·tudy, 

by Perotta and Meachem (1981), ·the reminiscence therapy was 

done on an individual one-to-one basis; and in the other, by 

Lappe (1987), the therapy was done in a group setting. Both 

studies measured the change in the s•ubject' s level of self­

esteem using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale but only Beaton's 

group re:min.1.scence study f ound significant positive results . 

This difference between the ·positive results of empi.rical 

group studies and the mixed results of individual one-on-one 

studies raises questions concerning Butler's conception of the 

life rev_iew. Why, if the life revie~ is a universal 

psychodevelopmental process, as Butler claims r are the .one-on-

one . ' irem1.n1scence therapy sessions not more successful? 

Perhaps, as some authors claim (Sherman, 1.991;' Coleman ( 1991), 

life review is n ot as frequently experie.nced (or publicly 

expressed) a process as once. thought . It is this researcher's 

opinion that there are other more broadly experienced benefits 

from reminiscing in a more ·meaningful social context than that 

of a singler relatively unknown listener. Some important 

research has ,bypassed Butler's psychodevelopmenta.l perspective 

and focus.ea instead on the social contextual in.fluences on 

reminiscen·ce first illuminated by McMahon and Ruhdick. 
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The Social context 

·Th'e fo_llowing are some research findings and commentary 

concerning how the social context in wfuich reminiscence 

therapy takes piace can significantly affect the activity~s 

form and functiqn. The early studies of Mchanon & Rhudick 

(1964) and Lewis (1'971), in which the participants seemed to 

use reminiscence- to fortify their ''selves" in particular 

social contexts,, have already been d-iscussedw In a related 

study Lieberman ·and. Falk {1970) found that subjects· on. a 

waiting list for -admiss.ion to an old-age h'ome reminisced more 

extensively than those residing in the· more stable c ontext o f 

a perman·ent residence or home. The re·searchers sugge·sted that 

an unstable social c ontext could promote the use of 

reminiscence whioh may be used to provide a sense of 

continuity during transition. In Molinari and Reichla.nd's 

(1984-85) review· of the empirical literature on life re iew 

and reminiscenoe they ·suggest that rern_inisoence may be 

beneficial to .community e·lders but not for insti.tutional.ised 

individuals because their· environment (social context) "tends 

to reflect a failure of autonomy'- (p. 2 3) . Furthermore, David 

( 1.9-90} postul.ates that one reason for the mixed results in 

some reminiscen·ce repearch "may be the. failure to consider 

soc-ial variables shaping the content and context of the act of 

reminiscing'' (p . 175) . Al though she states that the socia l 

factors of the interview situation itself ar-e of con•siderable 

importance she focuses her study an the social influences on 

the subjects' current life. David ends her study· by 

suggesting that it would :Pe particularly int_eresting to 

explore the use of reminiscence as a means of social 

interaction or exchange. 
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There is also considerable theoretical support for the 

notion that the sooial context of reminiscence bas an 

important influence on the nature and therapeutic potential of 

reminiscencre ther~py. Coleman {'l-98.6) reveals a negative 

sqcia:l influence on reminiscence when he argues that many aged 

people may have adopted an attitude from society that their 

past ·memories are u irrelevant, uninteresting or of no further 

value0 (p. 34) even though their live.s may have been f·illed 

with interesting and. worthwhil_e accomplishments. Colem~n then 

argues that reminiscence in an accepting social context can 

reverse this negative attitude. He states that the act of 

being invited to share experiences with other individuals 

socially validates the reminiscence process and an 

individual's life story white enabling the rerninicser to 

rediscover the worthwhile l.tfe they may have .ha.d regardless of 

their present condition. The social context then_, can 

validat_e the act of reminiscence, the individual's life story 

and perhaps the individual reminiscer he.rs·elf. 

Other researchers argue that, to some extent, the form 

and function of the life story itself depend~ on the social 

context in which it is constructed. Magee (1988) and Lewis 

(l971.) bo.th agree that, in: certain social c ontexts the ag.ed 

identify themselves ·with past occupational and ·social roles 

tha·t help them to equal or sup.ersede the person wi.th wl;l.om they 

are interacting. Magee claims that older remi·niscers achieve 

11role pari ty0 with their audience wl;len_ they recall and 

disclose their worthy roles and ••time parity" when they 

reminisce back to the time they were the sa111e age as the 

younger person ~ith whom they are communicating. Magee 

expl.a ins ·that, 

RemJ.niscence is not an objective, photographic 
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image of past events . lt is 'more a creative 
recpnstruction of events that acdommodates memories 
to lneet a person,.s current emotional needs (p. 2·4). 

The nature of the reminiscence then, changes wtth the 

different needs of the reminiscer i.n diff'erent social 

cont.exts. 

Butle~ & Lewis (1974) also acknowledge the potential 

therapeutic importance of social context in reminiscence 

thera,py when they recommend intergenerational reminiscence 

·group therapy in which the old nassume an active learning as 

well as teaching role•u (p. 17 3) . These .authors c.l.airo that 

reminiscence groups made up of old, middle aged and young ''are 

especially useful in decreasing the sense. of isolation and 

uselessness fe.lt by many elderly persons 0 (p. l :72). Mqre 

recently, Taft & Nehrke ( 1990) have sug.gested the use of 

fami1y members or other younger participants (such as high 

school students or members of historical s ·ocieties) in life 

review activities. Ma.lde (1988) also advises that in a 

difficult life review situation "sharing with a special 

confidant in a p·erson ' •s 1i•fe. (eg. ·family member, friend, 

clergy)'' may b.e important in dealing with the pain that may be 

generated in the process+ Strangely, very littl.~ re·seardh has 

.be.en done on the effect of intergenerational influence on 

reminiscence therapy even though researthers. have s .uggested 

that such contexts could be beneficial. 

Soci 1 Constructionist.s 

The older I get 
the better I was. 

Unknown 

McMahona and Rhudipk.r s emphasis of the im,porta:nce of 
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sociai factors in reminiscence is most clearly and effectively 

echoed by social constructionist reseachers (Bruner, 1986; 

Cohler, 198,'2; Gergen, 198,0; Lax, ,1992; Starr, 19BJ; Tarman,. 

1991; Wallace, 1992) who directly challenge many of Butler's 

ideas an life review and reminiscence. 

These authors dispute the established psyohodevelopmental 

assumption that aging is. a universal process of ordered 

changes and the psychoanalytic notion that life patterns are 

determ•ined at an .early period of life (Gergen, 1980). citing 

recent research indicating that the experience of aging 

differs across settings and contexts, these r~~earchers 

emphasis "how age and aging are actively defined and 

understood in speci.fic situations'' (Wallace, 1992. p. 120). 

The aged individual's identity is actively and ·soc-ially 

defined because, as Lax (.1992) states, 

our sense of self arise·s not only through our 
discourse with others but 'is' our disoourse with 
others. '.rhere i .s no hidden self to be interpreted. 
We reve·a1 ourselves in every moment of interaction 
thr.ough the ongoing narrative that we maintain with. 
others ( p. 71 ) . 

From this perspective, reminiscencing by the aged is not an 

activity designed to meet a universal developmental challenge 

but an expression of an construction and 

reconstruction of· identity that is unique to a particular ttme 

and context. 

Wallace characteristically, views talk of the past in 

reminiscence therapy as a social acti v ·ity not a natural 

response to an underlying p:sychological process. He states 

that because talk of the past .is produced within. social 

interaction, ,.life review therapy as currently practised, is 

best seen as a process of socially constructing life s-toriesi• 

(p. i24). In his study, many of Wal.lace·'s res.earch partici-
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pants ·had di·fficulty responding to the general request for 

their life story stating that they only talked about 

themselves when asked to do so by particular people in 

particular situations. Wallace concludes that older people do 

not naturally "break out11 into life review; instead., their 

reminiscences are constructed. in response to "narrative 

challenges" such as, Wallace states, when a grandchild asks a 

grandparent what life was like in the old days. In fac.t, many 

of Wallace's participants who were interviewed in the prese nce 

of a fri.end or relative found the. task of re-lating their life 

story :much easier . 

psyohodev.elopmental 

Wallace 4lso bypasses Butler's 

explanation of the r>enefits 

reminiscence therapy by emphasising the soc-ial b e nef·i ts: 

By fulfilling cultural expectations and 
faoili ta ting interaction with persons .of 
different ages r self este.em may be e.nhanced by the 
re·cognition and .fulfilment of age-appropriate 
narrative participation (p. 124} • -· · 

of 

Walla.ce concludes by suggesting tha·t therapists might improve 

effectiveness· by- focusing on the social b.enef its of talking 

about the past. 

Another s ocial constructionist r Jerold Starr, argues that 

when reviewing her or his past, a person selects certain acts 

and constru:es them in such a way as to form .a particular 

characterization that s·uites their current social context. 

Starr goes on to say that, 

The content (and any changes in such) of an 
individual's attribution of motive to his/her 
former sel'f must be interpreted 1n relation to 
his/her present situation, position and audience 
(p. 264). 

For Starr, peopl~ are agents and not just obj e·cts in the wor1ct 

and thus people often d~liberately change their environments 

which in turn changes the context and experience of aging 
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itself. Because the "individual both shapes and is shaped by 

the social context 11 (p. 259) the.y can actively influence who 

their audience/ listeners are and thus the nature of their life 

story .. 

Cohler (1982) also departs from the individualistic 

develop-mantal position by highlighting the importance of broad 

socia1. influences on the function of re:mini.scen:ce. lie claims 

that:. the first. t-wo-thi:rds of life: are represented by 

maturational transformations but th_e changes of later life are 

large·1y· the result of social effects. From. Cobler' s pos.ition, 

the re:miniscen_oe proces.s is a broad personal narrative that 

results from psychological and sooi.al influences and functions 

to provide a coherent,· consistent rendition of an often 

inconsistent life course. Cobler notes that individuais 

interpret .selected memories in consistent and cqherent ways 

because the individual and society value this fern of 

presentation. one can thus avoid psychologi.c-a.l fragmentatio.n 

and be under~tood and accepted by others. For Cohler then, 

the social context serve.s tc, shape an individual's· life story 

.into something of a narrative story that ,makes sense and is 

more ·Satisfyin•g to the individual and those around her. 

Cohler ~arns however, that unpredictahle and dramatic 

transformations frequently take place in the lif:e-span which 

11 requ.ire considerable self-interpretive activity in order to 

preserve a sense of continllity in tb.e personal narrative. which 

foster::s cohesiveness or congruence" (p. 215). According to 

Cohler, it is at the·se tirr,es of personal transformation that 

reminiscence is needed to integrate l.if e changes into a 

cohesive n.arrative that makes sense to the reminsaer and those 

around him. 

Marshall (i980) also take·s issue with the. domin•an·t 
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developmental perspective and points to the influence of the 

social context on the form and function of ·re:miniscence. He 

argues that human reality; including one., s view of self,. is 

social.Ly constructed. That is, an individu.al's sense of self 

is seen as arising in interaction w-ith other-a. Marsh.all goes 

on to state thatf 

there is evidence suggesting that those o-ften 
alone.( when reminiscing, view past events as not 
having been resolved (avourably whereas individuals 
who are helped to reo.onstruct their 1 ife stories 
are more likely· to come up with a go od story (p. 
73) . 

For Marshal,l then, one I s life story and s.ense of self are 

clo-sely connected with each other anci the social context in 

which they ar·e couched-. 

Lax (1990) UBes lite:-rary metaphor to emphasise the 

importance of the listener in shaping one'-s life story. In 

discussing how individuals "co-construct" their life stories 

with others he states that "the client t in es:sence, doe.s not 

have a single true story indep.endent of a "reader" to whom she 

is telling the storyt' (p. 7 3) . Lax believes that we 

11reinterpret and embellish our life history .in the context of 

another, with history continually being ·recreated/ constructed 

rather than remembered" (p. 74). For Lax, the individuals 

that malc"e up the reminiscer' s social context are "co­

constructors" or "co-authors:•• of the story that is remembered 

and t .old. Marshall and Lax then, see the social. setting of 

reminiscence as critical in the shaping the reminiscer' s 

construction or reconstruction of their story and, Marshall 

would say, sense of self. Unfortunately, Marshall states, 

"this. need f .or inter.action late in life is often not available 

as a resource for -validatin•g one's view· o.f self" (p. 267). 

Tarman (1988) also foc:uses on tl)e importance of social 
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context in explaining the function. o-f the reminiscence and 

life review process in the elderly. She draws on Goffman's 

(1950) dramaturgical approach which emphasizes the importance 

of manipulating and managing the· impressions one makes on 

others. Ta~an ·sugge,sts that older persons reconstruct their 

life stories in the presence of others who are important to 

them in order to maintain a positive identity, compensate for 

tlie negative s ocial stigma. of old age and thus maintain 

personal pow.er in their relationships. In this case, the 

objective 11truthu of the memories is irrelevant. What is 

important is that the reminisc.er and the important individuals 

around him are impressed by the stories. and the intrapersonal 

and i'nterpe:rsonal stature and value of the :reminicer is 

maintained. This goes beyond Cohler's notion ·of the 

importance of. a c ·oherent narrative that c.an be understo_od by 

others by adding the importance ot the power and desirability 

of the story to offset the lower social prestige of the 

elderly. If Tarman" s argument is ·sound it is easy to se·e how 

the nature 0£ th"e memories an elderly client selects (and thus 

the nature of the reminiscel)c~ therapy) could be signific·a:ntly 

influenced by the particular social context in• which the 

therapy take·s place. 

As a group then, the soc.ial c·onstr:uctionists. argue tha:t 

aging does not occur in universally predicable stages but is 

a unique .experience for everyene~ It is an experience that is 

part of each individual's identity and is consta_ntly being ·co­

cr.eated, through social exchange, between an individual- and 

her social environment. 'l'he ob.jeotive truth of and 

individual-' s life story then, is of no oons.equen·ce. What is 

importatit is h.pw each co-constructed rendition influences the 

speaker. The social constructionists might well suggest that 
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the mixed results found in research testing the benaf icial 

potential of reminiscence and life-review activities comes 

from the fact that most of t e studies were based .on faulty 

psy.chodevelopmental assumption-st reflecting Butler I s 

established perspe.cti ve. Instead of tes.ting to see if a 

certain form of reminiscence "works'' in helping an aged 

indi v:idual to achieve a .developmental goal it may: be mor.e 

be.Jreficial to inquire ·about the conditions of the social 

context that help define the remin1.scenc_e experience. From 

this perspective, certain social contexts could be identified 

that increase the likelihood that reminiscers would co­

construct life stor-ies which beneficially effect them. 

It is this author's belief that reminiscence by the aged 

is not only derived by cultura_lly defined developmental needs 

but by soci.al needs such as belonging a_nd peing valued by 

those in one-' s social network. Moreover 1 the immediate social 

contert ·of reminiscence therapy (audien·ce/ listeners) can act 

as a co-autho.r(s) of the reminiscer's life .story by 

h~ghlighting the soclal needs of the remin:iscer and inviting 

the reminis:cer to satisfy these needs through re:r:ninisoence. 

GrandparenthGod and Reminiscence Therapy 

lf the social context in which reminiscence and life 

review take,s place has a profound influenqe on the process, as 

·the previous research and writing suggests, then one may 

p~operly consider what type of socJal context is likely to 

influence ::r:-eminiscence. therapy in a constructive way. 'rhere 

is evidence that suggest_s that the grandparent/grandchild 

social cont.ext may be a consteructive o_ne for reminiscence 

therapy. In her: ar-ticle, 0 Grand.parenthood, Life Review, and 
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Psychoso·cial Develop:tn.ent 11 Kivnick. ( 1988 ). argues that the 

experien ce of being a grandparent facilitates a usually 

unconscious reminiscence an:d life review process in which 

experiences from the pa#:it are used to aid the grandparent 

grandchild interaction. Klvnick· delineates fiv,e dimensions :of 

grandparenthood r three of which are particularly we·11 suited 

for expr·ession through reminiscence with grandchildren. These 

parti cularly relevant dimensions are: 'l1he Valued Elder .., 

passing on tradition, history and advice; Immortality 'l'hrough 

Clan patriarchal or matriarchal responsibility and 

identif i cation with grandchildren;- and Reinvo.1 vement with 

Personal Past - grandparents reexperiencing their own pasts 

through identif ying with their grandchildren·. Kivnick 

describes ·a reciprocal process were the life review is an 

opportunity to -integrate the feelings of responsible 

nurturence, brought on by the meaningful role of the 

grandparent. Active grandparenting, in turn, stimulates 

further life rev-iew and p ·sycholo•gical integration. Kivnick 

then, suggests that reviewing ·one's life and -the expressi•on of. 

grandparent roles are well suited endeavours. ·Furthermore, as 

Kivnick (1982) discussed in a previous article, 

grandparents eilhance their mental health by usi.i;lg 
grandparenthood to maxJ_mize- psychosocial .and 
circumstantial strengths, to rework psychosocia1 
deficits, and to compensate for circw:nstantial 
weaknesses (p. 65). 

Clearly then, there is reason to believe that the life 

stori es constructed by re:rn•in i soers are influenced by the 

immedi.ate social context in which the reminiscing takes place. 

Moreover, an intergen.erati.ona l social context, such as a 

grandparent anq grandchild setting, may facilitate a 

therapeutic reminiscence experience for the aged reminiscer. 
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Types of 'Reminiscence 

One factor frequently cited as a weal(ne.ss in many 

controlled res·earch studie.s on reminiscence therapy is tbe 

failure to specify the type(s) of reminiscence experienced by 

the participants (Watt &: Wong 1991, LoGe·rfo 1981., Haight 

1991) . Many authors (Coleman 1.974, 19.86; Sherman 1990; 

McMahon &: Rhudick. 1964) have argued that different types o f 

·reminiscence have different adaptive functi ons. watt & Wong 

(1991} argue aga_inst a 11 simplistic: 11 approach t-o reminiscence 

and. claim it would be more useful to ••conc.eptualize 

reminiscence as a multi-dimensional construct, with each 

dimension serving a unique psychological function and bearing 

a dif.ferent relationship with well-·being•• (p. 40). These 

autha.rs c ompleted an extensive study using content analysis to 

determine si~ distinctive :type.S of reminiscing. These types 

include "integrative re-rniniscenoe'', in which the subject 

achieves a sense of meaning, coherence· and reconcil iatic:m with 

the past. 11·Instrumental reminiscence" involves using the 

.lessons gained .from pa.st experiences to manage present 

difficulties. "Transmissive reminiscencett takes place when 

the subject instructs another individual about their cultural 

heritage and/o.r own morals and value system . "Narrative 

reminiscence" involves the act of relatiIJ.,g accounts of the 

past for t~e purpose of biographical information. nEscapist 

reminiscence" occurs when a subject dwells in the past to 

escape difficulties in the present. Finally, 11 obses.sive 

reminiscence" takes place when a subject is haunted or 

preac·cupied -with a traumatic past exper.ience.. Research by 

Watt (198"6) has. found that int.egrati ve, instrumental and 

transmissive types of re~iniscence a~e positively correlated 

to well-being while the obsessive styl.e is negatively related 
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to -well-peing. Mention should be made that Watt and ·wong's 

category of narrative reminiscence is 'very restrictive and it 

is quite pos.sible that ·reminiscences tha:t would be classified 

·under the other headings were t.old to the lnterviewer in a 

narrative story-like form. 

R:emin.iscence researchers have concentrated most of their 

e·fforts on the integrative s.tyle of remembering. This is 

largely due to the importance of integrative reminiscence to 

Butler's popular conception of life review and the 

intrapersonal developmental course of research i.ni tiated by 

Butler's work. Relatively little research has been done on 

transmissive reminiscence even though Butler suggests that 

inc;,ti viduals have a deep need to· 1.eave a c.onstructi ve legacy 

through teaching others their values, idea_s and cultural 

heritage. Moreover, Jung (cited in Hall & Lindzey 1 1-989) 

claimed that the passing over of .know.ledge was a central f ·ocus 

of the second half: of life.· McMahon and Rhudick ( 19.64) and 

Coleman ( 1975) have argued that the ·transmissive style of 

reminiscen_oe can enhance the level of self-es.teem in the 

elderly because it is a means of demonstrating one'~ wisQom 

and knowledge ·while per.~orming an important role in society . 

Watt and Wong (1.991) use, as an example of transmissive 

reminiscence, a grandparent telling a grandchild their life 

story while at the same time trying to instill in them the 

lessons and values. that have been us·eful along the way . It 

would see1n then, that rexninisoence therapy in a social context 

which includes a grandchild as well a:s an interviewer may 

promote transm i ss i_ve reminiscence and the, ther.apeu t .le ben.ef its 

that gp along with this style of remembering. 
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Adolescent and Early Adult Grandabildren 

Many elderly -indivlduals between the ages of· 65 and 75 

have teenage or early adult grandchildren. A-11 four of the 

gran_dchildren who participated in this inquiry were· between 

twenty and twenty-five years of age. At f ir•st- glance. the 

developmental gulf betwe·en the two age groups seems like a 

potential pr·oblem.~ There is, howev~r, evidence to suggest 

that the adolescentf"early adult age group cou.ld be especially 

re·ceptive to an activity involving the re:miniscence process. 

There is empirical evidence that suggests that ad.olescents 

have the same frequency o:f reminis.cence as the elderly 

(Cameron 1972.; Gialnbra l.977 cited i _n Coleman l986). The 

adolescents' reminiscences though, (shown .in their 

conversations and proliferation of diaries} focus on the 

question o f "who am I'? and 11 who will I be?-11 as opposed to the 

elderly who reminisce partly to ask nwho have I been"? 

(Sherman, l.991). Disch (1988) demonstrated, thro.ugh the 

Brookdale Project, in Which 103 adolescents performed life­

revlew interviews •with 447 aged individuals, that young pe_ople 

and the aged constitute a constructive context for 

reminis•cence. Sonre of the project's goals were to give the 

elderly population a chance to· te:11 their life stories; to 

enable the elderly to overcome l oneliness, los·s · of connection 

a:nd isolation through contact with the young; and to foster 

transmission of ethnic heritage and cul tura_l legacies and help 

the elderly to use tha life review process to resolve 

conflicts and integrate una·ssimi lated life experience. Dirch 

reported that most .of the best -in.form·ation regarding· the 

s dces.s of the prooeµure came from subjective reportsr 

observations and anecdotes and much 0f these rep.arts were very 

positive. Dirc:h then, suggests that overa-11 the project 
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achieved its goals which are very similar to the therapeutic 

benefits derived from .integrative anq tr:an·smis•sive 

·reminiscence. 

There is reason to believe, therefore, that adolesce.nt 

and young adult grandchildren may 1nake very engaged and 

interested participants in a reminis.cence experience with the 

el.d.erly ;· and ·the .e ·lderly, who are: at the 0th.er end of 

adulthood, have ~uch ~xperience and wisdom to share. 

'!'his is not to say, however, tlla.t grandchildren who are 

older or younger than the adolescent/early adult age group 

were considered unacceptable participants in this inquiry. 

The most important er i teria for the grandchildren participants 

was that they be cons.idered import-ant and meaningful peopl.e in 

the lives of their grandparent. For this reason the 

grandparent participants were given the freedom to choose the 

grandchild that they believed to he most appropriate for the 

reminiscence ·activity. As mentioned, all the grandchildren 

chosen were young adults and one: particip.an.t explained he.r 

choice of grandchildren by stating that she wanted a partner 

who would be able to really listen to her. She w·ent on to say 

that she believed most people are not really interested in the 

past or their family history unttl. they r-eaoh their late teens 

or early twenties. 

summary of the Review of the ·Literature 

Research suggests a. clear diffexence in levels of 

therapeut.ic effectiveness between group and indi vi.d.ual 

reminiscence therapy. Almost all the group reminiscence 

therapy research indicates that th.is so.cial cictivity promotes 

adjustmant in later life wh.il.e the results from individual 
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reminiscence therapy studies are nti:x:ed (Haight, 199l)- one 

explanation for this difference is that ther·e is s·omething in 

the social context of the. group experience that enhances the 

therapeu·tic potential o.f rem.inisoenoe. The theor.etical 

foundation for the notion that social contexts significantly 

influence the for:m. and function of reminiscence is largely 

provided hy social constructionists, a grpup of human 

scJentists which inclucle Bruner,. 1987; C.ohler, 1982.; Wallace, 

1992; Marshall,. 1980; Lax , 19·90; Starr, 1982; and Tarman, 

198-8. Thes·e authors argue that soclal forces can guide the 

way in which a reminiscer's life stories are constructe.d and 

used. They would further argue that the soci•ally c.o­

constructed stories ·can serve to strengthen the reminiscer's 

sense of self when other means of roa.iJ}ta · ping identity f .ail -. 

Several a½perime.ntal research studies seem to supp·ort these 

theoretical arguments by demonstr~ting various ways in which 

different social contexts e~-perienced by subjects influence 

the nature and functi•on of their ren1iniscenoe experience 

(McMahon. & Rhudick 1964; David l991; Leiberm.an & Falk 1.970; 

Morlinari & Reichlan.d 1985; ·Having.hurt & Glasser, l972). 

Still other researchers have suggested soI(le of the particular 

therapeutic f.unctions of social reminiscence and .some specific 

social contexts which may triggeir· and enhance these positive 

effects. These suggestions include: how social re:miniscenae 

can lead to ·an exaggeration of positive memories which could 

promote sel·f-esteem in the· .face of lost ·social roles (McMahon 

& Mudick, 1964) ; how shared life stori·es Ca.Jl socially 

validate these· memories and ttius the 'indivJdual 's identity and 

also lead ·to the rediscovery o.f worthwhile 1 ife 

accomplishments regardless of present conditions (Coleman, 

1986); how intergenerational reminiscing can lead to active 
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learning and teaching ro1es i'n the el,der.ly a·nd how 

intergenerational fami ly me:mbers can help the reminiscer 

through painful sections of life-review (Butler & Lewis, 197 4; 

Malde, 1988); how ;r-eminisoence in the soc . .tal context of a 
grandchild Cp.n facilitate the satisfying functions of 

grandparenthood which include. passing on tr:adJtion, advice, 

family heritage. and reinvent the grandJ?arent's personal past 

(Kivp._ick,. 19.88_) . 

Many of these beneficial eff·ects may be issued by a type 

of remin.1.scence Watt and Wong ( i9.9l) cal.l 11 transm..i.ssi ve 

remin'iscence". This refers to when a . reminiscer -communicates 

h's cultural herita~e, traditions and value system to a 

listener dr lis·tem,~rs. Prominent theorists such a.s Jung and. 

Butler ( l.963) 1 have argued. for· t _he ililportance of transmissive 

reminiscence and researchers like McMahon and Rhudick (1964} 

and Watt (19&6) have demonstrat:ed its therapeutic value. An 

aged individual reviewing their life with a grandchild has 

been described as an ideal context for transmissive 

reminiscenr-e (:Watt and Wong 1 1991) . Finally I the .adoles-

cent/young adult age gro.up· has been shown to be a potentially 

receptive· :and .constructive age group to take part in 

reminiscence therapy with age·d reminisc.ers. 

The abundance o f theoretical and experimental research 

indicating the therapeutic potential of reniin1sc.ence therapy 

carried out w.i.thin a suppo1:tive. social context ha.s giv~n rise 

to this inquiry. Furthermore, some of the research previously 

mentioned has suggested that. a grandchild may be a 

particularly suitabie part of thi:s bienef icial social context 

beo·ause of the identity and self esteem enhancing style of 

reminiscence h:e or she could elicit from a their grandparent 

rem.iniscer.. These factors combined. with the surprising lack 



of research exploring the effect of an 

so.cial context on reminiscence therapy 

intergenerational 

has laad to the 

development of this study. I.tis this researcher's opinion 

that this inquiry provides some important insights concerning 

the effect of this particular soctal context on the experience 

of reminiscence therapy, This in.formation can then be used to 

improve the ·us.e o_f reminis.cence therapy and better meet the 

increasing counselling needs of our aging population. 

It is important to mention that the research. previously 

reviewed points to possible ways ·that reminiscence therapy in 

the presence of a grandchild could be experien·ced and not 

expedtations ·that this researcher brought to this inquiry. 

Theories c.oncerning what is taking place in the. rerninisc·ence 

process will be grounded in the data generated by the study 

and .not preconaeiyed ex·pectations. 
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I have chosen an interpretive phenomenological 

methodology for this inquiry because I believe it wili enable 

me to illuminate the depth and complexity of the participant's 

l.i.ved experience. At the same time, I have followed Lincon's 

(1992) ca.11 for 1'philos:ophic and pragmatic. flex.ibility'' 

{p. 384) when investigating a resear·ch problem-. Hence. I have 

shaped this methodology to best suite th_e nature of the. 

research and my own belief system. 

The general characteristics of the methodology used i.n 

this inquiry include the following: 

1. The reLltionship between the researcher and 

participants is dialogical (Van Manen, 1990). Although the 

goal of this :r;elati•onship is to describe the participants' 

experienpe as accurately as possible, the researcher is a1Wa¥S 

active in st.irriulating and influencing the part.icipants., 

experience. In this sense, the participants and researcher 

we~e co-constituents in that we created the world in which 

this inquiry took place. 

2. All aspects of this research were based on the 

assumption that the rel.ationship betwee,n the partia,ipants and 

the researcher is non hier.archical. In this study I entered 

a dialogical ·re1ationship with the participants in Which 

everyone contributed information of equal v~lue. If we view 

reality as a human creation and not nature's creation then 

there can be no special warrant for eXpert knowledge (Nielsen, 

1.99.0 cited in Hartrick, 1.994) . Each J;?articipant was informed 
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that he or she would be c.onsidered an authority on issues 

concerning their life and self.. Furthermore, I tried to 

reinf'oroe this authpri.ty thro-ugb. member checks and by showing 

my appreciation through encouraging remarks whenever a 

participant 11\ade a statement or revelation that appeared to be 

significant to them. 

3,. It 1nust. also be acknowledged that experience is 

contextual, structured and can be 11pre-ref lecti ve'' and 

"reflective11 (Smith, 1-985). Every experien.c1e is bound to a 

specifio ·context and is therefore unique. There are, how.ever, 

·common structures around which these unique e~eriences 

revolve and it. is th_ese underlying structures th·at 

:phenome.no·logical .research aims to uncover. There is also a 

distinction between ref-le.ctive and pr:e.-reflective experience. 

Pre-reflectiv~e experience ref·ers to direct, i:mmediate, 

experience of a phenomenon (Smithr 198.5). Reflective 

experience acknowledges that it is impossible to remember and 

.describe an experience exactly as it was first experien.ced. 

In many ways I have asked my p·ar-ticipants to remember and 

describe a past experience of reme~bering and describing and 

so it is clearly reflective experienc.e that is the focus of 

this study. 

4. The fact that the researcher's experienc.es and 

influence are always present in this inquiry forces the 

researcher to re-examine the goal of objectivity and the 

nature of subjectlvity. For the purposes of this 

phenomenological methodr "objectivity" is defined as 

tlfidelity to phen·omena•• (Colaizzi, 1978) . This essentially 

means that the researcher must recognize and "br.acket" h.is or 

her assumptions about the ·phenomena. Objectivity i.n this 

sense requires the researcher to acknowledge his own 
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experience as well as the partic-ipants'. In order to 

acknowledge the influence of my own experien,qe in this p;roces_s 

I have made. a rigorous effort to define my personal 

assumptions, feelings and experiences in ·topics related to 

tbis study and bracket them in a: manner discussed bel.ow. 

SUbjeotivity in human inquiry refers to the process of being 

"perceptive, insightful and discern•ing" in orde.r to capture 

th·e full depth and richness of the object (van Manen, 1990). 

Hartrick (1994) likens this process to that of empathic 

understanding in that the researcher must be aware of her own 

beliefs and assumptions in order to fully understand the 

meaning behind the participantsr experiences. 

B.racketing 

The very fact that I have chosen to explore the 

experience of reminiscence in a grandparent/grandchil:d context 

.indicate·s my interes.t in this subject area. This interestr in 

turn, is accompanied by a host of beliefs and assumptions 

aoout the nature and importance of the topic and related 

issues. Other preconceptions were then added to my original 

assumptions tb:z::ough reviewing the relevant literature on the 

subject area. One extremely important aspe·ct of my research 

then, was becoming aware of and 'bracketing' my preexisting 

knowledge and assumptions about the issues pertaining to my 

research. This is particularly critical in phenomenological 

inquiry because in phenome:n·o1ogical inquiry we must rely on 

ourselves as the primary research tool (Pat.ton, 1990) . 

Hartrick (1994) points out ·that there are two conflicting 

views in regards to what bracketing is and how it is 

undertaken. One group of researchers (Colaiz•zi, l978; Giorgi, 
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197'0) believe that the researcher must identify and suspend 

all prejudgments before the essential qualities of a phenomena 

can .be expiored. The second 9Toup., which incluqes van Manen 

( 1·990}, believe that the suspension of presuppositions is 

impossible and instead, the researcher must. become cons.cious. 

of these presuppositions and in so doing e:xpo.se their shallow 

or concealing character (Van Manen, 1.990) . In effect the 

researcher acknowledges his/her preconceptions and recognizes 

them as other than objective truth. This enables the 

researcher ·to c ontrol the .influence: they have on the proces·s 

of 'describin•g and analyzing ·the ·phenomena~ 

In this inquiry I viewed the issue of b.racket_ing from the 

second perspective. Through the process of journal. writing 

and analysis, I have be·come more conscious of the ways· my 

life-history has informed me on the issues pertinent to this 

inquiry . Some of the most ·useful insights and assu~ptions I 

discovered include the fol.lowing. 

1. I began with a view of the self a,s a s in9ular, 

relatively stable entity. 

complex and multi-layered. 

I now view the setf as dynamicf 

2. Human beings make meaning out of the world in relation 

to the context that surrounds them. The immediate social 

cont.ext, as well as the broad cultural context I has a 

significant influence on the way an individual perceives 

themselves and their world. The social context of this study 

then, will ·have some influence on the partic:ipants' 

experience .. 

3. Human beings communicate extensively using the 

narrative form and this structure is also the primary form in 

which people understand and make. ·meaning of their lives and 

their worlds~ 
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4. ·There are many different types and function.s of 

reminiscence . ~eminis·cence has too long been conc_eived as a 

staple singular activity that serves few m-eaningful functions-. 

I beli •eve there are a wide range of styles of reminiscence 

that can have a helpf~l, neutral or harmful influence on the 

reminiscer's. mental health. 

5. An individual's life experience is always more 

extens_ive than the story they tell. Therefore, a life story 

will a l ways be selective. 

6. The act of reviewing one" s past is a present event.• 

It i s a reconstruction of the past in terms of the 

participant's current be.lief and co-11.struct systems•. During 

the early segment o f this r~search I vi~wed reminiscence as a 

f a:r more passiv.e and inactive proc_ess. 

7. I believe in_ and appreciate the therapeutic 

po-ssibil.ities of reviewing one's life. As in counselling I 

believe the reminiscence process can help individuals atta:in 

coherent meaning and purpose through the recall and discussion 

of past events .. 

.Explicating Assum.ptions and P.re-Understandin-gs 

Many of my beliefs an_d assumptions are portrayed in 

perhaps a more meaningful way through the following discussion 

and metaphor. 

During a conversation with a friend a number of years 

a·go, I reflected on why I enj eyed travelling so much. While 

I certain1y appreciate the r icb and challenging experiences· 

that take plaoe when visiting foreign countries, I con·cluded 

that tt was the fact that :those experi ences remain ·accessible 

to me and continuously influence me that reaily drives me to 
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explore the world. During this conversation I came up with 

the meta,phor, which may not bear too close a scrutiny·, of me 

living lllY life like a builder oonstructin•g a home. The 

present experiences· are the materials for which the newest 

room is constructed and throughout life_, when long stand.in•g 

relationships (things~ places and people) conclude, a door is 

·closed on on·e rootn a.nd we walk into a new· ·place on whic·h we 

build. But this completed room always remains, and along with 

a ha.11 of other rooms, we can choose to revisit it, pass it 

by, and even renovate or remodel from time to til"ne. When I 

strengthen a current ·meaningful relationship it is satisfying 

for me to think I am buildi.ng a beautiful room whioh ·r can 

later revisit and admire the materials and workmanship 

-involved in its oonstr:uotion. Arid one day f when I sens.e my 

life is close to an end, I hope I can tour my house and 

-conclude· that it is indeed a nice bit of work. 

I also think it might be all the more satisfying to take 

a younger meaningful person with me on this tour and like a 

master craftsman and an apprentice, show her or him some o_f 

the skills and lessons that will be he:lpful to them .in the 

co:nstructiori of their own lives. 

My belief in this metaphor has led me to get involved in 

counselling the e·lderly and facilitating sevet:a_l reminiscence 

groups. During these group e:>rperiences I have fostered the 

belief that everyone has a ·story to tell and in most cases 

this story focuses on the validating and joyful parts of their 

life. Clearly it see:ms that the tour most people give of the 

life they have constructed centres on selected rn:asterpiece.s 

while leaving other doors closed. When the expressed memories 

are painful, however., in most cases the :st.ories s .eem ·to focus 

on how that individual has learned to co.pe with the. loss or 
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regret~ With clear permission and opportunity to t~ll th~ir 

story to others who are prepared. to listen, almost all the 

group members I have worked with have provided a meaningful 

story and appeared to· find the experienoe :9atisfying and 

reinforcing'" 

Participants 

Linaon and Guba (l.985) ar:gue that 11all sampling is done 

1ttith some purpose in mind'"' (p. 199). In this study· I employed 

a limited version of maximum variation sampling (Pattqn, 1:980) 

in .an effort to detail the many specifics that give each 

context its un=ique f la1/our ( L:inco.ri and Guba,, 19·g5) .• As it 

turned .out, the p _articipants wh'o expres.sed interest in this 

study were quite diverse in regards to such factors as 

socio~conomiQ status, education, marital status and gender. 

The f.act that three out of the four participants were female 

attests to the difficulty I experienced finding male 

participants. This was perhaps partly due to the 

underepresentation of males in t.~e participants' age group. 

It was also important for the purposes of this study that 

thia participant~ ~hared sqlI)e characteristiqs.. Beca,use recent 

research has differentiated the types of reminiscence used by 

the aged an·d foJ.1nd that some individuals eitcber strongly 

dislike reminiscing (Coleman, 198'6; Sherman, 1.991) or use it 

t .o obsessively dwell on neg.ative life experience$ (Watt ·.sc 

Wong, 1991) the prospective I?artic.tpants: were screened. Th·is 

screenin·g process consisted of setting up an initial interview 

and asking eaah parttc•ipant if re:m"iniscing is. usually a 

positive, neutral or negative experience :for them. Only 

interested individuals who usually find reminiscing a positive 
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or neutral experience, ·are able to articu1ate their feelings 

towards reminiscence and have an accessible grandchild were 

accepted as participants for the study. Selected 

partic•ipants, and their- grandchildren, wez-e then .informed of 

the nature and purpose of the research and the fact that they 

had the right to withdraw at any· time. Finally, the consent 

form (Appendix A) was presented and explained so the 

participants understood the level anonymity and 

conf.identiali ty provided~ 

The participants in this study were four grandparent 

volunteers over the· age of sixty-five years who live in the 

Victoria Capital Regional District. These subjects were 

o.ontacted through discussing the res·earch with friends and 

family members, the posting of notices at seniors' 

organizations (New aorizons, Silver Threads) and local 

newsp_aper advertisements. 

Through the use of purposeful sampling in qualitative 

research a rich u.nde.rstanding of sele.ct cases can occur but 

this unders·tanding may not he universally· shared (Patton., 

1979). Although this study does not, and is not intended to, 

reveal the experience of a11 grandparents who take part in 

reminiscence therapy with a grandchild, it does provide sqme 

insights about how this activity was experienced by thes_e four 

participants .and how it may be experianced by others in 

similar c-ircmnstances. The identified exper•iences o.f. these 

participants then, can be seen as a repres,entation of how 

other seniors may exper.ience. a similar form of reminiscence 

therapy and therefore may help to .f.orm ·a more e ·ffecti ve way of 

conducting such therapy with seniors. During the inter:view 

with the fourth participant I began to recognize many silllil4.r: 

the.nies and experienc.es-. This is not to suggest that I have 
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exhausted all the poss·ible experiences of this phenomena but 

I do believe that I have a,pproathed the criterta or redundancy 

(Linoon and Guba, 1985) through my e:xplicati-0n of the four 

participants' expeJ:;"iences •. 

Design 

The design presented below is the one that was used 

during the data g;athering and analysis portions of this study 

and resembl.es, but is not reproduction of, the design 

delineated in the proposal. As Patton (1990) states, 11 a 

qualitative design unfolds ii$ fieldw.ork unfolds. 'I'he design 

is partially emergent as the study occurs 11 (p. 61). 

This inquiry is a qualitative descr-iptive st:udy using 

audiotaped, indepth, one-to-one interviews. The -interviews 

were analyzed ph~no~enologically in an attempt to explicate 

and explore each participant's experience of doing 

reminiscence therapy in the presence of a grandchild . 

.Remin.iscence Interview Format 

Some research- suggests that a semi-structured 

reminiscence interview format is more effective than a 

completely open ended unstructured approach (Merriam, 1986). 

It seems that the retrieval of important .mem·ories. may be 

easier for participants if same form of structural constraints 

are placed on the scope of the reminiscence. originally1 ·this 

structure was to be provided in the remin•iscence conversations 

by chapters creat~d by each participant prior to the 

interviews that together f'orm a narrative story o'f the 

participant's life. Each participant was asked to spend twe 
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separate one and a half hour long sessions (approximately) 

reminiscing on these stages or chapters. The headings of 

these chapters could correspond to devel·opmental stages, 

historical occurrences, geographicai locations or whatever the 

participant believed. ro.o·st appropriately represents the course 

of their life. Interestingly, the first three grandparents 

were unwilling or forgot to complete ·this cha:pter•ing task and 

because of this reaction I did not introduce the idea to my 

1-ast -grandparent participant. When asked about their choice 

to not complete the chaptering tas~ the first two grandparent 

participants both indicated that they preferred to wait for 

our meeting and the actu.al reminiscence conversations befor·e 

they exam.ined th.e pattern of their life course~ This 

explanation at least suggests a desire on the participant's 

part to reminisce and construct their life .stories in the 

presence of others . The reminiscence conversations then, were 

quite uns·tructured save for a general tendency for tlle 

dialogue to oonsis.t o-1; stories, follow a chronological course 

and focus on specific tbem~s. None of the participants 

appeared to experience any difficulty in remembering stories 

of their past and describing them to their .grand.child. 

In most cases the first interview oovered the first half 

( approximately) of each participant's life story and the 

remaining portion was dis.cussed in the final reminiscence 

interview. Only in very few instances did a participant seem 

stuck and I then made inquiries tn an attempt to help them to 

get back on track. 'rhes·e inquiry topics were chosen to fit 

with the current style and content of the partic.ipant' s 

previous memories. Participants were also invited to bring 

and use any props (photo albums, heirlo·oms, etc.) that could 

aid in their reminiscence process. All four participants used 
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photo albums which seemed to facilitate the reminiscence 

·pr.ocess and pro.vi-de a tangible referent that appeared to 

inv'te the grandchildren to actively- participate in the 

process. The two reminiscence conversations held. with each 

participant and grandchild occurred within a four day per.iod. 

During these reminiscence conversations the participants 

were asked to face thei"r grandchild :and direct their. 

recollections to him or her,. I remained close to the 

participant and grandchild of each pair but faced between the 

two and limited my interj~ctions to prompts, clarifications 

and active 11.stening. I limited my comments in O"rder- to 

encourage a natural exchange between the grandparent and 

grandchi-ld and to enable the grandparents to construct their 

ro.emor-ies in a narra·tive ·form. Polkinghorne (:198.8) states, 

"when respondents are al lowed to continue _in their own way + •• 

the.y are Likely to relate stories"~ The grandchildren were 

invited to ask questions and make comme.nts duri.ng the 

gran·dparent 1 s reminiscence process in a way that felt natural. 

and appropriate to their r .ela tionship. Finally, at. the end of 

th.e last interview each grandparent participant was asked to 

describe what events were the most crucial turning points in 

their lives to reveal any themes that may not have been 

in•clud·ed in the preceding <a.iscussions ('Bruner, 1986). 

l'inal Interview Format 

After the reminiscence conversations each gr·andparent 

participant underwent an in"depth, face-to- face, audiotaped 

interview with only the researcher present. Because the focus 

of this inquiry concerns the grandparents' .exper iende of 

reminiscing with a grandchild no data was gathered from the 
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grandchildren These final discussions were designed to 

illumina.te the participants' e~erienoe of the reminiscence 

activity. These interviews took place no later than ·two days 

after the last reminiscence interview so the participants' 

reminiscence experiences remained fresh in their minds. I 

believe I developed sound and tru.st-ing relationships with all 

the participants and s.o a conversational mode of communication 

was encourag.ed in this final interview. Goe,t .z and Le.Cornpte 

( 1984) claim that the conversational mode communi_cates 

empathy, encouragement, and understanding ... [and) is most 

likely· ·to elicit the tru.st,• confidence and ease among 

respondents necessary for yielding elaborate, subtle, and 

Va.lid .data" (p. l.31) .. ·This interview format was a.pen-ended 

and base"d on the assumption that "the perspective of others i _s 

meaningful, knowable and able to be made explicit" (Patton, 

1990, p. 278). I maintained a neutral and nonjudgmental 

stance towa,rd whatever content emerged while using personal 

experience and empathic insight to understand the 

participants' experience« Thera was also no time constraints 

on these final interviews; each participant. was interviewed 

until they believed that they had exhausted their relevant 

thou9hts concerning their experience of the phenomenon. 

The indepth, open-ended interview method was chosen 

because it can be highly ef{ective in gatheri.ng rich and 

detailed information (Colaizzi, 1978) which can then be 

organized and structured in meaningful ways. This method also. 

helps ensure that the study is non-manipulative, unobtrusive 

and fully open to the participant's experience (Patton, 1990). 

R. search Questions 

An interview guide was used to ensure comparability 
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across participants and ·confirm that all r ·e1evant topics were 

a·iscussed (Patton, 1987) . These questions were formulated 

from consultation TJith fellow couns.ellors, research literature 

and personal experience. Clarification and elaboration probes 

were used flexibly as was deemed appropriate for each 

part'cipant and they were, in most ca:ses, non-directive, and 

kept to. a minimum aince volunteered data is. consid•ered the 

most trus~worthy. 

Each interview began with some infonna:.l conversation 

which led ·to my asking, "What w.a·s this. reminiscence exper.ience 

like tor you? 11 If,. in the co-urse of ~isoussing this broad 

question, one or more of the other questions in the interview 

guide were satisfactorily expl·ored then tnose que.stions were· 

not asked later in the interview. The use of broa4 and open­

ended questions invited 1:.he participants to set the direction 

of the· interview and thus avoid resea;roher bias (Bog.den & 

Biklen, 1982; Dobbert, 1982) . There we.re however, times when 

I felt it was app:ropriate to "re-orient" my participants to 

the question using a prompt or a summary statement. 

Interview Guide 

l, What was this rentiniscence experience like for you? 
2. In what ways, if any, was this .experience meaningful to. 

you? 
3. What sorts of feelings did the remin•iscence experience 

evoke in you? 

4. How do you think the presence .of your grandchi.ld affected 

what you remembered and how you remembered? 
5 • What kind of influence , if any, has th is experience had on 

the way you think and feel about your grandchild? 

6. What kind of infl-uence, if any, has this exp·erience had on 

the way you think and f~el about yourself? 
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D . ta Analysi. 

The phenomenological interpretation of the data took the 

form of 1~an open dia1·09ue, betwe:en the r ·e ·searcher I s explicit 

psychological reflection and the subject's 'naive', 

prescientific descriptioni' (Giorgi 198.7, p. 1.6). rn human 

inquiry the researcher is aware of aJaways being within a 

hermeneutic circle of interpretation~ In the case of this 

study I worked with the participant:s to interpr.et and 

illuminate their interpretations of how they experienced the 

reminiscence aotivi ty. Both myself and the part.icipants 

shared the same goa.l of understand±mg hwnan experience and o.ur 

relationships were non hierarchical and based on equality and 

partnership. 

The audiotape interv•iews and wr i t ·ten transcripts were 

analyzed inductively accoro.ing t:o what I believe to be the 

most appropriate aspects of the frameworks provided by 

Colaizzi (1978), G'io:rgi. (1985"}, Corbin and Strauss (1990) and 

van Manen ( 1990). The steps taken in the analysis process are 

summarized below~ 

1 ~ I caref·u1 ly revi'ewed the audiotapes and rtareaci tl;le 

transcripts until I gained a sense of the data as a whole 

.(Giorgi 1 1.9,85). while reviewing ~he audiotapes I made a point 

to n.ote clear changes in each participant's voice tone, 

temp.erament, and emphasls. These subtle behaviour chang.es 

were then indicat~d on the transcript. 

During this phase of the investigation 'I worked hard to 

maintain an attitude of what Giorgi (1987) calls 11 openness'' ,.· 

To he op·en to the data, like being open to a counselling 

client, I 11bracketed11 my preconceptions (in the manner 

p~eviously discussed) immers.ed myself in the details of ·the 

language, taking t.im.e to discover and gxplor·e the possible 
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meanings in which the data refers. 

Al 1 the participants were interviewed and our 

conversations were transcribed before any da·ta analysis took 

p1ace. Th"is was done for reasons of convenience and .I found 

it helpful to be able to foous on interviewing.,. then 

transcribing, then analysisr for extended periods of time .. 

2. I then returned to the data and extracted the 

sentences, phrases and statements that directly related to. the 

phenomenon being investigated (van Manen, 1990; Colaizzi, 

1978). I f.ollowed Giorgi's (1987) advice and todk a 

conservative approach to this discarding process for what at 

first appears to be irrelevant to· the phenomena may be 

discovered to be relevant upon deeper reflection. I then re­

e}(amined this selected text and highlighted the· words and 

statements that seemed to reveal the most about my 

participants' experience. Tesch (1987) aptly described: this 

process as ''panning foi:: precious elements", which talce the 

form of descriptive expressions in the material that are at 

the centre of th~ experien·ce1' (p. 232). 

3. While studying the details of the participants.' 

language very closely and using "cr.eative insight" I then 

.attempted to syst.ematically explicate the fund~mental meaning 

of each significant statement. This was accomplished through 

the ciose examination of the selected text from a 

"psychological p ·erspective" (Giorgi, 1987) an conceptualizing 

the everyday language to form units of meaning (Corbin a:nd 

Strauss, 1990). 

f. The concepts and .meaning units that seemed to ·pertain 

to the same phenomena were then placed in c·ategories and sub 

categories. This categorization process was accomplished by 

extracting unique and non repetitive concepts and ·meaning 
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units from tbe data and relating and combining them (Colaizzi, 

1·97s).. I used creative insight, imaginative variation, 

questioning, close analysis of single words, phrases and 

sentences and other procedures such as far-out and cJos~-in 

oomparis•ons to construct these categories (Corbin and Strauss, 

1990). The properties and dimensions of the·se categories were 

also noted (Corbin and Strauss). 

5. Through the comparison of categories (them·es) and 

reflection, an effort was m~de to systematically explicate the 

pheno:mena ' .s constituents with the aim of creating an 

exhaust'i ve description of my participants' experience of th·e· 

phenomena. The phenomenon was descr_ibed through the art of 

writing and rewriting (van Manen, 1'990). 

6. After a thorou9h description of each individual's 

experience of the phenofilena was achieved, similarities and 

dif f'.erences between th·e partic.ipants' experiences were 

discussed.. This was an attempt to integrate al 1 the 

interpretive work done on the research so far. 

7. Finally, the relevance of my findings to the use of 

this reJnini.scence activity and the f.ield of counselling is 

discussed. 

Trustworthiness of the Inq~iry 

The "truth valuatr .or trustworthitl'ess of the findings have 

been examined in a way that is congruent with the naturalistic 

paradigm {Lincon and Guba, 1985). . To ensure something 

comparable to internal validity the research must do two 

things. First, the study must be carried out in a way that 

enhances the probability of producing credible results. 

Second, the resear.cher ·must demonstrate the credibility of his 
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findings by having them approved by the research participants 

(.Lincon and Guba, 1985). The we_ll established and documented 

data collection and analysis proc·ed.ures set out in the 

methodology of this inquiry -satisfy the first d-irect-i:ve, The 

second was accomplished by ensuring that my findings were 

viewed as accurate by the participants in this study. 

Ke.mbte!r Checks 

Once I fi,nished writing my individual eXl)lioation of the 

r.eminiscence conversations held with each participant I p a id 

another vis.it to ea.oh grandparent and ask_ed them to spend some 

time reading my analysis. Approximately one week later l 

called t.he participants to enquire a.bout their thoughts and 

feelings concerning what I had wr.itten. I eX})lained the 

process of analysis that lead me to m.y: co"n.clusiorts and 

an·swered any questions ;raised. I ?Ilse> en<::oUrµge.d the 

participants t:.o add, change or delete anything that struck 

them as not being- true t.o their experience. All the 

participants were satisfied with the accu~acy of the 

observations. and interpretations I rn.ade concerning our 

c-onv~rsations ♦ Of th~ four participants only two asked m.e to 

change parts of :rny analysi,s and the.se changes concerned two 

technical details (one about my description of trolley cars 

and another concerned a participant's level ,o.f proficiency in 

foreign languages) . In general, the participants were very 

pleased with the wr.iting both in. terms of how they were 

represented and the accuracy of my descriptions and 

inte.rpretat ions. 

This checking-up process adds credibility tq. t;he f.indin9s. 
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and is promo.ted by Linoon and Guba: (1981) who believe it .is 

lmportant to "take data and interpretations to the source from 

which ·they· were ~:fra{t.m and ask directly whether they believe, 

find plausible - the resu·1ts" 

Hycner ( 1985) also recomn1ends severa.l other forms of 

validation. Besides member checks Hycner su9gests the 

.researcher evaluate -whether .or not the findings seem accurate 

based on the researcher's own experiences and the observations 

of the relevant literature. As Polkinghorne (1988) states, 

•1-human scienc.e can no longe.r only seek mathematical and 

logical certainty. 1nstead, it sho'Uld also aim at producing 

resu.lts that are bel·evahle and verisimilar" (p. 161). The 

them.es and general finpings of this study do fit well with my 

own e~periences as a grandchild, reminiscer and facilitator of 

reminiscence groups. The findings also. correspond quite 

closely to many of the ideas discussed in the literature 

reviewed earlier in this inquiry. Furthermore, 1· have 

discussed my research with sever.al other helping 

professionals, one who sp.ec'ializes in gerontology, and whil•e 

th~y have not undertaken a detailed evaluation their reactions 

to the inquiry and its findings have been enthusiastic and 

very supportive. 
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CHAPTER 4 

~JillMES IN THE PAR~ICIPUTS' REMXNISCENCE CONVERSATIONS 

The pur}?ose of thi_s research was to gain some 

understanding of grandparents I experience of remi-niscence 

therapy in the presence of a grandchild with particular 

emphas·is on the grandchild-' s effect on th-is exper.ien·ce . My 

efforts to achieve this purpose ·wer.e dialogical and focused on 

participant-researcher discourse and researcher-literature 

discourse. In this chapter I have presented the major themes 

which have r.isen f -rom the discourse between myself (which 

includes my previously mentioned assumptions ) and the 

participants (which inciudes the data transcribed from our 

reminiscence conversations aJ)d fina_l interview as well as 

information included through memb(?r checks), The relevant 

literature will be inoo·rporated into a discussion of all the 

participants' themes in the next chapter~ 

Don and Alex 

I tirst met Don fifteen years ago when I became one of 

his grandson ,AleX''s :good. friends. Don had always appeared to 

me to be a sensitive, discerning and wise in.an. wh_o loved to 

.interact with people. Throughout our occasional interactions 

over the years I noticed that Don loved to tell stories about 

his pas·t and he did so in a vibrant and engaging way that 

seemed to enhance his presence in the moment. He also clearly 

took delight in relating the.s _e sto.ries to Alex and other 

family members who seemed to relished the opportunity to hear 

the:m. It was with these considerations in mind t-ha-t I decided 

to .approach Don about being a part of this research project .. 

To my delight he graciously accepted. 
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"This. Room is FUl.l of Memorabilia" 

Pri_qr to our reminiscence interviews I had suggest·ed to 

Don ·that he might like to display photos or other memorabilia 

to help jog his memory during the reminiscence process. so I 

was not surprised when Don, Alex. and I began the first 

reminiscence conversation,. to see his d .in.ing :t:oom table 

covered with old ·photographs •. At the beginning of both 

reminiscence meetings Don and Alex gravitated to the photo 

table and· the questions and st.cries immediately began. 

Perb.aps because the photographs were. ·tangible referents 

that· .Oon and Alex c·ould both dire-ctly appreciate, there was 

significantly more verbal interaction between them while they 

foe.used on the photographs than when Don I s reminiscences: had 

no concrete referent. Th.is high level of interaction can also 

be partly explained by the fact that most of the photographs 

were o·t family members, ma:ny of whom are known by both Don and 

Alex. In one ·such i-nteraction Dem demonstrated concern with 

Alex's knowledge of family melnbers: 

Don: That.' s your Auntie Gail.. There's Ann again, Now 
you've got to. figure out who this is. A 
darned good picture too. • .. Don't take .so l_qng 
you should know ••. 

Alex: Boy, you really put me on the spot. 
Auntie Bet? 

Don: That's right. 

Al though Don worried tha.t Alex did not want to· "look through 

all of these pictures" and he "just got them out to refresh 

(hi.s] rnemory•• Alex claimed that he "would love to spend a lot 

of time looking through u them. It seems thent that the 

photographs help·ed to stimulate Don's memory and, because of 
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their concrete and family qriented nature, they also appeared 

to invite Alex to take a more active role in the conversation. 

In almost every caf;le, the photos led to sto:r; ies. about 

important people who enriched Don's l.ife. Th~.se stories, in 

turn, often lead to dis.cussions of abstract concepts such as 

friendship, security and love. In one instance, Don pointed 

out his deceased wife t s huge hat to Ale~. 

Don: Noticg the hat your grandmother is wearing. 

Alex: lt's huge. 

Don: Well that's made of kitchen wood. It was made iii 
the Philippines I guess and I, I, was very 
sentimental about it you know. When I was in love 
with a girl and courting and that sort of thing ypu 
know I was I was full of romance and sentiment. 

The sight of the hat led Don to remember another photo he 

carried with him through the war years of his wife "with this 

huge hat leanin•g against a fir tree on Gonzales Point ..• just 

leaning against the tree". The photograph clear.ly helped Don 

to remember his wife's ha·t and the intense feelings of lo.ve 

that he felt in the days when sh_e wor·e the hat. The topic of 

love then became the focal p o int in which our conversation 

away from the pho.tograph table developed. 

The· use of tangiple objects to trigger aI).d explicate 

·memories did not end when the conversation moved from the 

photo able to Don's livin•g room. Before long, Don po_inted to 

th.e hearth on his fireplace and e-xplained that his father's 

watch was there. Th.is led to a descr1ption of the immense 

feelings of security he f.el t when h~ was with his f atJ1er and 

how that security is still triggered by the watch and the 

smell of pipe tob~cco. 
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I had a s ·ens.e of security when I was with him, 
so:m.e extra strength. When I spoke o.f the w-atcb 
and the tobacco I can remember being very upset, 
being very terribly upset about s ·omething, and Dad 
would come and I would just rush at him and bury my 
head in his belly and put my arms around him. Of 
course I would be about yea:h high and mY ear would 
come right up against his pocket watoh. There 
was two things, the smell of his tobacco and the 
t i.pk of his watch, they were shear magic therapy, 
even to this day~ 

Don has deeply associated. the pooke.t w.at-ch and pipe odour with 

the powerful sense of security fostered by his father; and so, 

in a sense, Don's father's ability to help him feel secure 

lives on through these accessible a:n:d tangible articles. Alex 

replied to this story by declaring that some of 11the earliest 

memories 11 he has of his grandfather (Don) "centre around the 

scent of pipe tobacco1'. Alex then stated with a wide grin, 11 I 

kept on thinking about you when you were talking about the 

wonderful sensa.tion of coming in:to th.e house and sroel ling that 

tobacco, it's funny I never thought about that 11 
• The 

reminiscence conversations then, revealed a shared association· 

between the tangible scent of pipe tobacco (Don and Alex might 

call it a fragrance) and a loved parental figure. It clearly 

se·emed like an intergenerational con·nection ti.ad been made. 

The fireplace also became a tangible focal point for 

reminiscence. Don: ciaref'u.lly described to. Al~x the nature o·t 

the stone in the fireplace which "was partially granite and 

mica"·. Characteristically, Don's narrative gracefully 

transformed from the concrete, present and often educationally 

oriented, to a story about peopl·e. In this case, .bow his 

daughters (Alex's mother and aunt) would run to the fir.eplace 

to get dressed every m:o:r::ning. nAnd boy would they dress in a 

hurry! 11 
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Perhaps the best example o.f Do_n's ability to. make the 

transcendental leap from concrete referents to vital memories 

of people and events. in his past. is portrayed as in the 

following· statement: 

um , I take a lo.ok ahout me and everywhere I look I 
se.e. something that I can thank someone for . Tt's a 
fact1 oh yes, I can remember who gave me that; I 
can remember who tol~ me bow to make that. Every­
where I turn I can remember who did that for me.-

Don fo l lowed up this statement by pointing to the oak floor 

and telling the story of the "wonderful man 11 , the "great man" 

wh o generou sly supplied the too1·s and know-how to help him put 

the floor t .o.gether. Although there were only a modest -number 

of portraits on Don's walls it be.came ciear that his entire 

home was full of referents to important peo·ple in. })is l.ife 

whJch constantly remind him of their love and friendship. 

••w Gaitt. from our _F llow Crea tur s" 

On several occasions during our conversations Don 

strongly emphasis_ed how he believes that other living 

creatures have been responsible for much of the happiness and 

fulfilment he has experienced during hi.s life .. Don's 

recognition of the .importance of his relationships is both an 

important the1ne of our conversations and .a thread that: runs 

throughout. the entire narrative connecting and unifying its 

various parts. Many of Don's sto.ries began as descriptions of' 

a di verse ·range of subject~ and s _eemed to naturally devel.op 

into depictions of th~ supportive, in.f 1 uent i al and 

-inspirat.1.onal peep.le in his life. It was with obvious del · ght 

that h e sp_oke ab.out the paediatrician su.r.geon who, f o.r months, 

gave blood transf usions to his "brand new baby'•. The surgeon 
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only charged Don ten dollars for his s€rvices because he knew 

Don could afford no. more. Don's animated articulation and 

vivid expressions portrayed his ''unspeakable_, indescribable 

feeltng of gratitude". Similarly, in tel-ling the story of his 

father ·'s last days, Don did not focus his narrative on the 

sadn.ess or loss but the 11 burich of angels" ~ho cared for his 

dad and held up his pipe when ·he was too weak and unsteady to 

smoke .. Moreover, although there was much about his nlilitary 

exp.erience that 'he udetested 11 it was "not 

dislik•ed for this is where Don met some 

the peop 1 e II he 

of his "finest 

friends". Moreover, the "finest part of the work" Don did for 

the canadia:n Pacific Railway during his long career was 

dealing w.ith the 11 shrewd and capable" but ''courteous" 

merchants. on several other occasions D.on discussed the 

teachers, friends and others wh.o gave 

inspiration and vision to navigate 

him the direction, 

his life course 

succes_sfUlly. Don-' s . positive depictions of t:'hos.e who shared 

important parts of his life permeated our conversations and 

seemed to liken his reminiscence exper.lence to an enjoyable 

visit with old friends. 

Al though many of the· people ~ho have been important in 

Oon 1 s life "are now gone••, he strongly belleves that they 

11-leave an inheritance with you", a "gift",. and it is a 11de_gree 

of failure" to 11 never touch it, never use it( never 

contemplate it". For Don remembering frie·nds who have passed 

away is not on).y personally satisfying b:ut a so:cial 

responsi'bil"ity To not appreciate· one's past relationships is 

a degree of failure partly because, as Don states, 11 I realize 

in retrospect now how much I owe my fellow man_. I wi 11 never 

be ab:le to compensate for how much I owe•t. Don's praising 

sto~ies theo, may pea way of thanking those who so positively 
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ability to transcend the tangible and use reminiscence to 

en.joy the "gii..fts0 of past relation.ships (and thus p _ay tribute 

to those beings') is clearly demonstrated when he describes the 

parallel between a tangible. gift, a book, and the gift of 

friendship and love. 

If you pick up that book and you've read it .. . 
if you thwnb through it before you put it back 
on the shelf and contemplate the giver. So it 
is when you've had dear friends and family and 
now they have gone. 

For Don the oppo:rt:unity to reminisce and tell his life story 

enabled hi?n to publicly praise and celebrate those with whom 

he had meaningful relati-onships-. The experience gave Don a 

chance to gaze admiringly at the gifts he .has been left and 

express h.is .appreciation and gratitude for them. For Don-, 

this opportunity was a "very nice gain indeect•• _ 

In many ways tbe fa.ct that Don can, at an:y time, 

appreciate and re-live the important memories others have left 

him demonstrates that the meaningfulness of a relationship for 

him do·es not necessarily end ·with death and the pass·age of 

tilne. This understanding of how memory can transcend 

mortality seems to have helped Don to conquer some of his .own 

fear of· death. 

Many of the p.eople with whom I associated are now 
gone and, its very hard to express this, I think I 
acquired a so~t of .... a comfort, a comfortable 
reinforcem~nt. I think .r. ended up the talk the 
otl;ler night saying that I didn't think I was now 
afraid of death. The fact that I ~ade that remark 
to you is -indicative that I had gain.ed solnething 
from these conversations. 

"The· gain for Don then, is, the comfortable rein£orcement of 

understanding thatf. for him, those who he loved and are now 
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gone are stil-1 accessib_le. through reminiscence. As Don 

states, "now my· parents, my friends are almost nearer t0 me on 

account of these interviews·". By using his reminiscences to 

appreciate the gifts he has inh~rited from others, Don's 

relati on·s:tlips with those ·who were so important to him, lives 

on. 
our conversations indicated that Dan's po·si_tive 

orientation towards othe~s is so potent that it overlaps with 

h i s self-concept . Don seems to realize this when· he mentions 

that "it had })ever occurred to him before" but, 

I can't remember being very much as a separate 
person , as an entity, as a single unit, as a one 
be.:ing. I'm always with my father or I-'m always 
with my teacher, or I'm with my fami-Iy or :me and my 
dog. You know, I':rn. always with another living 
creature in my ~ecollection. 

Don's re.lationships seem to be· so important that h_e can only 

recall himself in r~lation to others . The deaths of these 

signif_i.c·ant individuals may well have equated to the· death of 

part of. blmself. Conversely, bringing the image of these 

people back to life through r~miniscenoe may have helped Don 

to revi_talize important beneficial and greatly missed parts qf_ 

himself . 

Through our reminiscence conversations Don appeared to 

reali,ze that the influence of important individuals in his 

l i fe continues well past their deaths. Moreover, ·because 

these relationship gifts constitute an important part of his 

identity, the aot of "contemplating the .g i ver•' of these gifts 

may also be the act of posi-tively reconstructing .his own self ­

co_ncept. This ability to appreciate the gtfts of others 

helped Don to conclude thpt, 11 1 have had quote, unquote, a 

fortunate life in so many ways. 11 
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''An Enjoyable and Therapeutic Experience" 

On several occasions du.ring our conversations, Don 

described his experience 9f the reminiscence activity ~s .being 

both 1enjoyable1t and. "therapeutic11
• From these comments, and 

my own observations of our conversations,, it seems clear that, 

in general, Don's experi"ence of :recalling and recounting his 

life stories was a pleasurable one. 

validated by the e~erience below. 

Don describes fe.eling 

I .t warms .me now, and as we talked I felt almost 
reinforced in some of my beliefs and my reactions. 
I felt reinforced, I felt a sort of endorsement in 
some respects here and there throughout my life T 
wa.s .on the right track. 

For Don, "It's a gr:eat blessing when we can pick out laughter 

and a giggle" and the high proporticm of positive and hUlllorous 

stories Don di_scussed suggest that he found, much of the 

remini~cence experience a 11 blessing11 • 

Beyond the feelings of satisfaction, endorsem_ent and 

approval that come from reflecting on positive events and 

relationships Don also "·gained" in a '1ther·apeutic" sense in 

that he unc·overed and acknowledged (sometimes only to himself) 

some of the memories he is not proud of. Don gained some 

degree of personal satisfaction, insight and growth from 

publicly acknowledging and relating these memories - The most 

central example of Don facing a past regret (here we are 

looking at a proo.ess analogous to "life review") :concerns his 

belief that he never appreciated his mother. Although Don 

speaks of his mother with a great deal of love be also 

acknowledges ·on several occasions, 11 1 did disappoint :my mother 

a great dea 1 11 • He conQedes that he never rea.li.ze·d how much he 

-"owed11 his :mother as a chi-ld and the reminiscence process , and 

prior years of re.fleeting on her musical sk.ills and wisdom, 
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has led him to state, nr realize. n·ow what l missed wi,th m,y 

mother••.. 'rhe emotional implica:tions .of this realization are 

clearly expressed in the following statement: 

Now I ;lU beginning to realize, Moyer you should have 
paid more attention; you disappointed a certain 
person, you should have done this or if I had only 
done that. Its almost like ·a degree of remorse •. ~ 
You know, in recollection there is a feeling of 
remorse and remorse is a horrible thing ... but it 
sneaks in. 

In this instance the reminiscence ac•ti vi ty has lead Don to 

confront and struggle to accept his regrettable past 

.behaviour . 

Don responded to this remorse by telling several 

descriptive stories about his mother that accentuate her 

11beauty," her •tskill, 11 h_e:t 11hravery11 and her "thoroughness". 

Through thes·e public recoll-ections Don managed to trans'Cend 

some of his remorse and regret and end up with at least a 

sense of resolution~ 

Nowl I look back and I say, you idiot, you self 
satisfied cluck! You should have realized your 
mother kne"W what she wa·s talk.ing about. Ha ha, 
there's great satisfaction in itr its regret and 
remorse, but ·there is satisfaction too in at least 
I realize now the values my mother had. 

The satisfaction in appreciating and paying tribute to his 

mother is accompanied by a sense of gra_tif icati"on from 

aoknowledging past mistakes, accepting them, and. ·going on. on 

the issue of past regret·s, Don believes that ''cont.emplating 

them is a form of -acknowledgement" and 0 we .have to 

aoknowiedge, even if it is just to ourselves, th.at we goofed 

here and there along the wayn. For Don it was "therapeutic11 

to "bring it out in the light and have a look at it'~. And it 

w.as ''kind of nice to feel, well, so I made a proper fool of 

-myself .but what's to be ashamed of? Perhaps I'm not so much 
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of an exception as part of a mortal p·attern". By taking this 

regret "out into the light'l Don ·was able to re-frame the 

situation from that of a personal failure to a reflectio.n of 

universal imperfection~ Don also believ.es• that this 

"acknowledgement" of past mista:k.es strengthens hi:s ''stature" ·, 

it "helps to replace some of the sand that has slipped out of 

(hi•sJ structure of life''. Th.is comment seems to reflect a 

notion s _imilar to redempti•on thr.ough confession in which 

failures and regrets are ' aired' which rel-ieves guilt and 

_promotes strength and healing. Don also indicated that the 

more he reviews his life, from a late-life perspective, "the 

easier it is for (him.) to s ·ay, What the bell man l What have 

you been afraid of 11 ? For Don then~ some of the the·rapeutic 

,functions of his reminiscence exper.i:enoe include the s e nse of 

becomipg stronger by bei-ng able to acknowledg-e and ·accept his 

regrets and put some regrets into perspective which undercuts 

their importance in the context of his life. 

The reminiscence conversat.i.ons that we had together were 

a.lso just one part of Don's .process of acknowledging, 

accepting and reso·lving his past regrets. A£ter relatln.g his 

regrets concerning his re·lationship with his mother, Don toid 

the story of how 11·e learned to appreciate the ubeautifully 

written" music manuscripts his• mother had created. D.on had 

tried to write music manuscripts himself and compared to his 

mothers his ••looked as tho.ugh some drunk had slopped al-1 over 

the pages". C-learly regr~tting he had not ·appreciated •his 

mother's skill earlier, Don wrote s ·everal letters and 

contacted the church in ,England where she played lnost of her 

music. and sent the church organi·st 1nost of her original 

manuscripts.- There was a sUbtle current o·t satisfactiou. in 

Don's voice when he said, "the l .etter I- wrot:e, was published in 
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archives0 • Don also enjoyed relating how he once pursued and 

! .ound duet mus.1c for a song his mother once frequently sang 

and. he loved to hear. Don then sang this song with hi"s 

granddaughter in what was a very enjoyable and meaningful 

experience, For 00:n then, the reminiscence process was a 

helpful part of an ongoing proces_s of discovering and 

appreciating who h_is mother was and expressing his 

appreciation through appropriate acts of commemoration. 

11Rer, Let -Me Show You" 

A primary inte:rest of this study, besides learn•ing bow 

the participants experienced the reminiscence process as a 

whole~ concerns the affe.ct their grandch_ild ' s presence had on 

the participant's experience of remi"niscing. When I asked Don 

about what it was like to have Alex with him, he stated that 

the issue was a "delidate aspect". I immediately recalled 

earlier during the reminiscence conversations, when Don and 

Alex were discussing a particularly meantngful family 

photograph and Don t.llrned to me and said "now this is family 

stuff you know". These incidents seem to indicate that the: 

family or-iented social context brought issues to the forefront 

that Don was hesitant to completely share with me _. This. 

highlights the intimate atmosphere created for· Don by having 

his grandson present and likely· diff.erentiates this experience 

from other possible reminiscence experiences without close 

family members present. Despite his apprehension Don did 

provide so.me valuabl·e ins•ights on the effect Alex had on his 

reminiscence experience. 

Don strongly believes that "the fact Alex was there" 



.. influenced'' his ''speaking-'', his 0 :ennunciation° and ''had a 

.be~ing on the way in which [he] couched [his] words". 

Although he found it. ••difficult to explain" how and why this 

influenc.e operated he did conclude that had Alex not been 

there he would p·robably have put things tn a more irstilted and 

•stereotyped" TNtJ.y. Alex's presence and participation in the 

reminiscence conv-ersations seemed to lead Don to feel .a 

' 1.deeire to entertain and use words that are pleasing to the 

listener". In short, it seems that Don wanted to make sure 

Alex enjoyed the experience and so he used an engaging and 

entertaining s .t:yle of communicating when recalling his life 

stories. 

ATex' s presence also influenced the stories Don· chose to 

tell. With Alex present.r Don fe1t a "degree of intimacy" and 

"closeness" in the social context and he' "quite often put 

things· in such a way that I thought might be h·e:lpful to him 

and good .for him". Don seemed to cap.tU:re the essence of how 

Alex influenced the stories he chose to tell with the words, 

' 1he:r:e, let me show you'' . 

I used those words, let me show you, because they 
weren't spoken and re-spoken but that's the mental 
bit that had a bearing .. «It's different having a 
grandchild there and the differ~nce is um, an· 
inherent desire to convey things in a helpful way. 

As Don reviewed his life, he felt a "tendency to convey a 

method, convey a way of thinking-, convey a way o-f doi·ng 

something» and these education.al tendenc.ies were pertainly 

reflected in the text of his. narrative . 

Don's detailed descriptions of how to operate a hay­

bailer, work with stone and. dr.ive a model T. For:d are examples 

of interactive exchanges which focused on showing Alex how to 

physically do something. B.ut most .exa:mples of Don 1•shov1ing 11 
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Alex something came through the use of stories and their­

accompany:i.ng messa.ges and morais. These stories often focused 

on conveying "a way of thinking" and they wer.e presented 

through descriptions of incidents in which Don had hi~self 

learned a valuable lesson. In o.ne .case Don described himself 

as a "hr.ash office boy11 who greeted one Ch-inese mel'.:"chant with 

the question, "you like see boss"? To Don's· intense 

embarrassment., ·the Chinese merchant made an elo_quent reply in 

"beautiful cultured Eng"iish". After blushing so hard Don 

thought ·he "had a sunburn" he swore he would never make "th.e 

same mis.take again". Don also warned A-lex to 0 be careful not 

to invent shades of grey'' when mak.ing difficult decisions for 

"if we invent enough shades o·f grey, .for our own convenience, 

we become spineless••. This point was also reinforced by 

frequent and appreciative descriptions of how his father of-ten 

talked to h_im ''in no 'Uncertain termstt and thus set clear and 

s .olid guidelines for him to f.ollow . Don also attempted to 

teach Alex about the process of developing "maturity". For 

Don,. one important step in his. "journey towards 11 maturity11 was 

being able to endure the "the pang•• of '' losing something" and 

finally let his adult: daughters go their own ways~ Don looked 

intently at Alex; and said that it was "a good thing I did lose 

some.thing" because if "p·eople11 ¢lo not they can "beco:m.e 

selfish1y o~s.esse.d with people and direct their l.ives too 

much". 

life". 

That, Don stated to Alex r 11 is a process of family 

Don's painful recognition of his failure to appreciate 

his mother was also partly a lesson which was conveyed through 

"•showing" Alex his own learning process. After- speaking at 

length about •\realizing" what he "missed 0 -with his mother Don 

concluded that, 
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It' .s best not to accentuate the negative. It's 
best not to put great store on the mistakes you 
see a parson making in oo~parison to the values 
you attach to their succ:esses or theil1' attribute·s. 

The message Don has learned, and seems to be trying to convey, 

ls that people should emphasis the positive when considering 

others . Don again seemed to be .invit.ing Alex to learn from 

Dan's :mist,akes when he stated, "Even -if we see someone else 

make a mistake, well :most o·f us have the sense to learn when 

we see another guy fall fl.at on his face". Don then, appears 

to use his own mistakes in hi•s relationship with his mother as 

an example Alex can learn :from and avoid the regrets he now 

grappl.es w-itn. 
Using the reminiscence activity to "show" Alex a few 

useful things about life. als.o helpeo. to make the experienc·e 

enjoyable and satisfying for Don. 

It was great having the grandson there and 
I .enjoyed speaking in such a way that it wo.uld 
be of particular interest if not help ..• If 
out of that 1 can find the least shred or 
particle that would be of use to my kids or my 
kid's kids it has to give me satisfaction. 

For Don, "help•i .ng someone or being of s ·om'e use to someone 

certainly gives you satisfaction•'. This satisfaction through 

being he,lpftJ.l is clearly another aspect of why Don experienced 

the reminiscence activity as being enjoyable and therapeutic. 

Perhaps for a man who believes he has ''gained so much.'' fr·om 

h .is ''fellow oreatures" giving back through lessons of life is 

a particularly satisfying endeavour. 

11God 1 s C.lean Winds" 

Don's lesson concerning the importance of emphasising the 

positive· was clearly practised by him in his choic.e of stories 

to tell to Alex . ••Like all mortals", .Don acknowledged~ "I 
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tend to want to remember the beautiful things which, I feel, 

is a good thing'' ·and "shelve or file away things that 

were •.• less than admirable', Although Don gained 

"satisfaction" and "stature., by acknowledging his mistakes lie 

undoubtedly emphasised the positive aspects of bis life·. This 

choice reflects Don's persona.l preference to recall and tell 

positive stories as well as his social desire to ''entertain 

and use words that are pleasing t ·o the listener". 

To illustrate this positive orientation1 Don read a quote 

that a friend had written for his own epitaph. Don's friend 

wanted to be re.membered as some·one "who takes his failures 

with him into God's clean winds''. 0 s .o in tellin.g you the 

story of my life"., Don exclaimed 1 "why recite my failures? 

I'll take' them with .me i:nt.o .God's clean winds.". 11Let them 

~ath their hands in sorrowful things, let s-0ciety relish the 

unsavoury~ When we are dead how much does it matter 11 ? For Don 

then, the 11 unsavoury11 memories are better recorded and 

acknowledged on a pr.i vate slate and blown clean by the 

univ.ersal forces that revea1 their .insignificance. 

Indeed, t,he. vast major1ty of the stor_i_es Don told were 

positively oriented and the experience of t aking these 

affirmative memories off the shelf (often the gifts of others 

now gone) and polishing theln to a shine aga i n was reinforcing 

in many ways. '.].'his enjoyment coloured the flow of the entire:. 

narratiye which Don ended with a satisfied sense of general 

a.ccomplish1t1ent. "But with all of it we really enjoyed 

ourselves. That's been the pattern of our lives, we've 

managed to enjoy ourselves as we've gone a.1.ong . u 
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Don used 

photographs and other tangible memorabilia ·to stimulate his 

1nemory and remin<l him of the important people and issues in 

h.iis life. ',rhe tangible and family oriented nature .of these. 

memorabilia seemed to prompt .a higher level of interaction 

between Don and Alex. Don credits other beings w.ith prov-iding 

mu·ch of the success and happiness h~ has experienced 

throughout his life.. He believes that his fond memories of 

those important individuals who have passed away are their 

gifts to him• and it is h_is personal desire a:nd social 

responsibility to apprecia.te these gifts through reminiscence. 

When used in this way, Don believes to.at his recollections can. 

maintain life in his relationships with loved ones who are now 

gone and this idea lessens bis own fear of death. 

In ·general, Don found the reminiscence activ1t:t to be an 

enjoyable experience in th·at he bel.:i.eved the review validated 

and endorsed the manner in: which he ha.s lived his life. Don 

also found aspects of the expe,rience to be therapeutic in that 

it enabled him to acknowledge past mista~es and regrets and 

ev.en· work to res:ol ve these issues through aocept:ing his 

mistakes, normalizing his regrets and reframing his regrets 

from a mature persp.ective . 

Alex's pres_ence influenced the way Don told his· stories 

and th·e . oho.ice .of stories he chose to· tell.. In an effort to 

ensure Alex enjoyed the conversatiorts.r Don presented his 

stories in an engaging and entertaining way. ije also chose to 

tell stories designe-d to .reveal some o·f the important lessons 

he has learned throughout his life~course. o·on felt gra.t,if i'ed 
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by tne thought that he might help Alex, in any way, by telling 

him about what he has learned through his experiences. 

Finally, Don focused his stories on positive memories because 

these are the most important recollections to him and they are 

the most enjoyable memories to remember and tell as well a_s to 

hear. For Don, the unp_leas:ant memories are not worth telling 

becaus.e they will even:tually be rendered meaningless i'n the 

grand scheme of life. 

El§ine and Lisa 

Elaine is a healthy seventy-five· year old woman who lives 

alone but remains soc_ially active . She is a confident, 

intelli~ent and independent woman who finds· time for community 

volunteer work and maintains strong ties to her f ·amily and 

friends. El•aine and :Lisa (her twenty-three year old 

granddaughter) have a very close relationship and clearly 

share similar strong and confident personality 

characteristics. Both women a_ppep.red to s.ettle into the 

conversations in a natural and comfortable way with Lisa 

ta.J:c,ir:ig a very active part in the pr·ocess. 

"A R newed Stab of .Grief" 

During our reminis.cence conversations Elaine spoke at 

length about her extremely happy' relationship with her se~ond 

husband Jack who died five and a half years· .ago. The process 

of describing their shared experiences appeared to be an 

enj-oyable one for Elai-n~ but after both reminisoenc·e 

conversat1ons she reported being "surprised" by feeling 



68 

0 miserable" and being un·able ·to sleep. Elaine later reported 

that speaking to Lisa about .Jack ., intensif iedn and ".focused" 

her sense of loss .and highlighted her belief that "so much of 

(her) life is gone and can never come back"~ Th.is ''renewed 

stab of grief" surprised Elaine because it was not present 

during the activity and she thought she had de.alt with her 

ioss to the po.int where ·her thoughts ·of Jack ·triggered mostly 

ha,ppy feelings. 

Elaine.rs thirteen years of volunteer wor.k a.nd personal 

experience at Hospice have helped her to become very self­

aware in ·terms of her progress through the grieving pr·ocess. 

She rec_ently noticed "a shift" in• which her memories of Jack 

made her "smile" more often than they made her "cry". This 

new po·sit.i ve orientation was ·exp:re:ssed during the reminiscence 

conversations when El:aine referred to meeting Jack as "the 

best thingn that ever happened to her and their time together· 

as the ''biggest highlight" of her life. But ·by acknowledging 

how wonderful life wa,s with Jack she was appa:i::-en:tly also 

underlining how much she misses him in her life today. 

Although Elaine had pos-itively framed her rela•tionship with 

.la.ck during the reminiscence activity, (and nonverbally she 

certainl.Y appeared to enjoy describing their relationship) 

after our conversations, ·while_ she wa_s trying to sleep, she 

see111ed to h·ave suffered. a emotional backlash. She became 

overcome by a "profound regret" that her partner, through some 

of her best years of life, is gone forever:. 

Conte.nt Control, Persona_l Facto·rs 

When remini.scing, Elaine· .repot::ted that she 'ldidn 't feel 

any need to hold anything hack" from her ·granddaughter because 
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she .. was not consciously trying to present any kind of a 

picture''. She d.id., however, acknowledge that many of her 

stories had similarities and followed patterns that ct·epicted 

herself and ~er life in a consistent way. one clear pattern 

was the predominantly positive _natu.re of the memories she 

described. Elaine believes that 11peop1e think of things that 

give them pleasure more than pain•• and most of the stories she 

tol~ certainly portrayed a woman who has had a "pretty happy 

life in general O • In reflecting on the conversations, Elaine 

confessed that she d.1.dn't mention that much about the "tough 

times'• and that she ''may have done that subconsciously without 

realizing it"-. She clearly f'ound ta.lking to Lisa ·about these 

11 good_t1
, ''humorous" and "happy" memories extremely enjoyable 

and often her facial expressions and voice tone suggested 

that, in a small way, she was reliving the gratifying 

experiences. s·ome of her pos·itive stories were of personal 

memories such as how she and Jack. took dancing lessons or 

tra.velled to one ·of many di.st-ant countries. Along with these 

personally satisfying mernor ies were others tha.t focused on 

past experiences with Lisa or other grandchildren. These 

stories .included descriptions of Lis.a and her sister on their 

granddad~ s motor sc·ooter, their ·tamily boat trips and weekends 

playing cards with the grandchildren. Accounts like these 

were socially stimulating 1·n that they were almost always 

followed by laughter and elaboration and clarification 

questions by Lisa who clearly seemed to enjoy the discussion 

as much as h~r grandmother. 

Besides being predominantly life-affirming and positive, 

Elaine's stories also portrayed her in a co~plimentary and 

reinforcing light. As a cnar·aoter in her own stories Elaine 

was most often depicted as an independent free spirit with .a 
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olear internal locus of control. This is likely how Elaine 

would like to see herself and how she would like her 

granddaughter to see and remember her. In one instance, 

Elain·e took obvious pleasure in telling Lisa how she once 

overheard her then teenage son (Lisars father), talking to a 

friend a.bout how aware tl;leir mothers were about women's 

1-iberati.on. Elaine's son said, "I d,on 't think my mom thi'nks 

much about it, but then_, she ·was born liberated!" Then, on 

three different occasions dur_ing our conversations, Elaine 

mentioned how she does not ngive a dalDn about what other 

people thinkn and although s)l:e "lik.es to be liked11 she refus.es 

to adjust her "standards." or 11 codes of behaviqur" to suit 

oth.ers. 

Although h.er stories n .ever soundecl self.-aggr·andizing., 

Elaine also enjoyed discussing the accomplishments she has 

achieved during her life. These included becoming a yoga 

instructor, understanding several languages and becoming 

learned, in international h-istory. Therefore., although E.laine 

believes that the sUbject matter of her stories was 

spontaneously chosen they did depict a very positive picture. 

of her and the life she has lived to date. Moreover, the 

process o.f telling these stories certainly appeared to be a 

0 fun 11 and psycho ogica.lly satisfying· experience for her. 

conten:t control. (Social }".ac:-tors) 

Lisa, more than any other grandchild in this study, 

actively participated in the. reminiscence conversations -, 

making the process a dynamic and vital interaction. With 

Lisa's high level of participation, much of the content and 

direction OI the conversations were strongly influenced by 
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er. Elaine purpose-fully chose Lisa as a reminis.cence partner 

because of their close personal relationship and because she 

believed Lisa would be interested in her stor~es and able to 

understand ana empathize with how she experienced them. The 

two womens' relationship and form of interaction then, 

significantly influenced the way Elaine experienced our 

conversations. 

Although Elaine believes that she is not strongly 

influenced by the opinions of others she did want to .ensure 

that her most meaningful memories were apprec iated by her 

audience. Elaine suspects that most children or teenagers are 

not "really interested in :(amily history" but some, like Lisa , 

become interested when they get older. She als.o stated that 

she would not have been as o_pen in her reminiscences with 

other grandchildren because "there are some things that are 

too i.ltlportant 11 to Elaine "to discuss with them". One of the 

reasons Elaine asked Lisa to reminisce with her was because 

she thought that this. grandchild would appreciate and value 

her important memo_r ies ~ Judging from the fluid and easy 

unfolding o-f the conversations, Elaine did choose a receptive 

and appreciative listener. 

Even with Lisa as a listener, however, E_laine's cone.em 

about having her important memories appreciated and understood 

In discussing 

on positiv.e 

would_ have 

may have limited the content of her stories. 

how she ••subconsciously" focused her stories 

experiences Elaine stated that even if she 

consciously thought about painful events she would not have 

elaborated on them. subjects such as Jack's long battle with 

cancer were avoided partly because she "wouldn't have wanted 

to make Lisa unhappy1' but also because of Lisa's age and 

Elaine's belief that "at that age people don't have a concept 
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For Elaine then , a wish to avoid 

upsetting her granddaughter and her audience's ability to 

understand and appreciate her eX;perience·s were factors that 

determined the content of the stories she was prep.a.red to 

tell. Her alqse relationship with Lisa enabled her to adopt 

a Hfree and easy•• attitude about the content of her stories 

but her wish to make the experience .a positive one for her 

granddaughter and the ·age· and experientia_l- di,screpan,cy between 

the two women limited the content of the conversations and 

seemed to keep them focused. on positive experiences. 

One segment of our conversation contradicted the 

predominantly pos.itive and life-a·tfirming flavour of Elaine'' s 

expressed memories. This change in tl;le narrative pegan when 

she ·stated her belief that, 11 When you look back everyone 

thinks of things they would have :rather not done". Elaine 

then dis·c .ussed som·e of the "inconsiderate" and "selfish" 

things she did as a young adult These were relatively minor 

inctdents such as refusin9 to share the telephone an~ 

demanding that her new husband not go to a golf tournament. 

Psychologicall:r, th.i-s discussion of regrets app.eared to have 

very lit · le. impact on Elalne because she claimed to have come 

to terms with her past behaviour. For Elaine, "what is done 

is done'l and she has 11 1·ear:ned from it'' and that is nall't she 

can dq. So:cially however, the discussion of regret s was ,a 

covert message for Lisa designed to demonstrate that 

"sometimes the things we do when we are younger that seem 

perfectly alright,· are not so great when we are older 0 • Mor,e 

specifically, Elaine stated that Lisa is v.ery similar to 

herself so she "can recognize the sJgns in ·Lisa" th.at suggest 

she may :regret her current 0 dominant" behaviour in her 

marriage.. The regrets Elaine dis•cussed then, were not as much 
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an attempt at cathartic reli~f through personal disclosure as 

t.bey were a warning_~ "a nudge" designed to lead Lisa to re­

evaluate h.er behaviour. For Elaine then, part of the 

rem·niscence aotjvity ·was used as an opportunity to educate, 

persuade and unobtrusively influence her granddaughter~ 

Lisa's h _igh level of interest and participation in the 

reminisce.nee activit~ meant that control over the focus of the 

conversa.tions was shared between the two women. Being that 

the activity centred on Elaine's. memories, it was usually e.asy 

for Elaine to choose the stories she wanted to tell and how 

she wished to tell them. In one instanc~, Ela ine demonstrated 

her level of control by abruptly changing the focus of the 

conversation from a social interchange, based on a group of 

memories the two women shared, ta a personal ref.lection on an 

experience she had with Jack. H_ere, as in many other 

instances throughout ·the conversations, Elaine's manner of 

referring to Jack highli"ghted the intended focus of the 

discuss:ion When Eiain-e focused on her per·sonal memories she 

used the name "Jack" because that is how she knew him. But 

when the comment or story about Jack was primarily directed at 

Lisa, Elaine usually ·referred to him as ''your granddad''. And 

on a few occasions, when she seemed to be taking pride in Jack 

or his .accomplishments, she called. him ''my husband". Besides 

·frequently having command over the focus of the· discussion, 

Elaine also moved the conversation easily from the past to the 

present and from a humorous to a serious demeanour. 

While Elaine was· the princ.iple .navigator of the 

conversations, Lisa was able to steer the discussions towards 

areas that interested her and away from subjects that seemed 

to make her uncomfortable. on three occasions :Lisa abruptly 

changed subjects and thereby moved the discussion .from unhappy 
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emotional issues, such. as Elaine's regrets and Jack's last 

wishes, to more emotionally neutral topics like Elaine's 

cl~ssroom behaviour. Lisa also took oontroi of the 

conversation when she halted a: description, by Elai.ne, o·f a 

travel experience by asking her grandmother how she and Jack 

met and became a couple. This seemed to catch E_laine off· 

guard, perhaps because she had met Jack while each of them 

were· still married, and the three years between their meeting 

and marriage was a "rough" and rarely discussed p.eriod oj her 

life.. Lisa then supportively~ but insistently,, asked Elaine 

many clarification and elaboration questions around issues 

like the impact of the divorce on Elaine' .s family and friends 

and how she and Jack's ch.ildren (including .Lisa's father) 

reacted to the divorce .and remarriage. Al though Elaine seemed 

fully composed and prepared to descr.ibe these ~vents, later 

she pointed to this discussion as partly the cause of the 

severe grief and sleeplessness she experienced. For Elalne 

then, the act o.f doing the· reminiscence activity with her 

granddaughter as .an active participant meant relinquishing 

some oontrol over the. conv-ersation ,_ s direction. In this case, 

the lost control may have le.ad to a discussion with di~turbing 

repercussions for Elaine. 

Although Lisa showed interest throughout our 

reminiscence conversations there we.re oertai·n subj·ects of 

mutual interest that really sparke'd her enthusiasm and 

increa·sed her level of participation. Because of the high 

level of interaction between the women,_ the conversations 

.rem-ain_ed focused on these subjects of mutual interest for 

extended periods of time. In f .act, when asked at the end of 

the reminiscence activityr to list the turning points in .her 

life, Elaine understandably mentioned her relationship with 
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Jacit but also the birth o-f her children, the birth of her 

grandchildren and the her tir-s't husband's job transfer -

issues that she p.id not discuss during the reminiscence 

conversations. At leas.t part of the reason for these 

omiss.ions probably lies in the highly interaotional nature of 

the conversations and ,the fact that so mlich time was spent on 

issues of mutual interest that other, perhaps more persqnally 

ilnportant 1t1emor ies, -were missed . Often these favpured subject 

areas centered on memories that Elaine and Lisa shared and 

thus Lisa was invited to include her perspective of the 

events. These' were all happy memories that usually described 

vi.sits from Lisa to Elai.ne and Jack 1 s home where they would 

stay for the weekend and boat, swim, go to plays, and play 

card games. .Ela.in:e found th·at "there are all sorts ·of things 

she can remember" about the "kids" and they w.ere all 11 fun'' 

memories that were a pleasure for Elaine and Lisa to discuss. 

In a few instances Lisa even surprised Elaine by remembering 

things that her grandmother had f .orgotten. For instance, 

.Elaine broke into "laughter when Lisa reminded her of the piggy 

bank her and Jack had on theµ: refrigerator to collect travel. 

money. 

Another area of shared interest that was thoroughly 

dis.cussed during the reminiscence activity was Elaine's school 

e·xperiences. While Lisa .obviously did not play a role in 

these mem:ori·es she is currently studying to be a teacher and 

thus has strong opinions on the subject. In fact, having 

formal education fn this field (Elaine has none) seemed to 

dramatically raise Lisa's confidence and authority on this 

issue. Lisa demonstrate<:! her increased social confidence by 

actuaily leading Elaine to re-interpr:et some of her ·grade-. 

school memories~ In one case, ·Elaine reca11·ed being strapped 



76 

for talking by a teacher who 0 warned her twice•• and when she 

talked again Elaine clearly b~lieved that she h .ad 11 asked for 

it-'. But on two occasions during this descriptio_n Lis.a 

interjected and questioned "the teaoherfs ability to handle 

the class". Finally, when Lisa: questioned the teacher' :s 

ability o-noe ag.ain it was clear that the two women were 

negoti ting the meaning ·of Elaine's memory. Mor·e 

specifically, they were negotiating where to place 

responsibility for the strapping with Lisa blaming the teacher 

and Elaine blaming herself. F.inally, .Elai.ne .cQnoeded somewhat 

and s .aid to Lisa, "Very likely, when I look back on it now, 

but at that time I recogniz.ed tha:t he had warned us and I had 

ignored the warning". In another instance, Elaine .mentioned 

how she once confrol'.lted .a te.acher· in class. and Lisa felt 

confident. enough to interpret her grandlllother' s and the 

teacher's thoughts durtng ·the incident. Lisa stated that her 

grandmother would ha.ve confronted the te·acher "had there been 

thirty kids there or not, she I the teacher.) tbought you. wanted 

all the attention and all the kids to. look at her••. One final 

example involv.ed Lisa interpreting the impact an ineffective 

lilath teacher had on her grandmother. •tHe probably stifled a 

lot of the things you could. d.o. Y.ou could never iearn 

anything because he never taught you anything''. :(n these 

three examples Lisa's formal education and expertise may have 

helped to authori.ze her to interpret and negotiate the meantng 

of Elaine's school memories. Moreover, Lisa is clearly a 

sympathetic inte·rp:r:eter in that her explications .removed 

responsibility from Elain~ and placed it on her grandmother's 

e:ducators. For Elaine then, this was a situation in which a 

group of her memories were not only centred on an issue of 

mutual interest but they ov.e·rlapped an area of her listener's 
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expertise.. A situation then arose in -which part ·of .Elaine's 

authority to interpret her own past experiences -was usurped 

and the meaning of her exper.iencas beaame open for 

negotiation. 

Lisa's influence on t.he content of Elaine I s narrative 

then, was manyfold. Elaine's .concern over L_isa's ability to 

fully understanp. profound 1o·ss and her desire not to make Lisa 

unhappy with sorrowful memories were two· influential factors .• 

Furthermqre, the clos:e. relationship between the two wmnen and 

t:he highly interactive nature of their disoussions, focused 

the conver:sations on issues of mutual interest and shared 

experiences. These factors also lead Elaine to share control 

ov~r the conversation's direction and even the meaning of som~ 

of her memories with Lisa. This shared control may have led 

Eiaine. ·to discuss challenging issues sh~ may not have be.en 

prepared. to deal with and omit, from the conversations, ·other 

pivotal events in ~er life. El•aine als.o used the activity to 

warn Lisa away from making similar mistakes to those she made 

as a young woman. 

"A sens o'f continuity" 

One of the things Elaine believed our ·reminiscence 

conversations accomplished was that the.y helped to give Lisa 

more of a ''sense of continuity•• or a :bet.ter idea of "how some 

things change and some don't -in t _be way people live and the 

way they think". In providing this sens-e of continuity Elaine 

''filled in gaps" Lisa had concerning their family and 

concerning broad trends in social history. In terms o.f family 

continuity, Elaine .enjpyed describing close family members but 

she also th.ought '1 it was important" to give Lisa "some idea of 
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what it was like i .n my childhood and what my parents were like 

so she had some idea of how things went in the background of 

family0 
4 One o·f Elaine's goals in this regard was to ·create 

a ''pi cture of Lisa's great grandparent's because she never 

knew the11\1'.. This, she said, ''would not be important to do" 

had she been. reminisc•ing with a contemporary 4 Elaine appeared 

to see a high level of inter-generational continuity between 

Lisa, hersel'f and her mother. She mei;ttioned on three 

occasions that she strongly regretted tha-t Lisa 11never had a 

chance to meet her .great grandmother who she would have gotten 

on with very well''. 

Elaine also wanted to expand up.on and detail Lisa's 

memo:ries of Jack. This was indicated on our first meeting 

when Elaine began by discussing photographs ·tr·om an album and 

the .majority of the photo's that she po'inted-out and described 

were either of .Jack or included him . During these 

discussions, and others throu9hou't our conversations, Elaihe 

elaborately described Jack's chara cter. She told a story in 

which Jack abruptly l~ft the hospital, just before he was du e 

to have a serious cancer operation 1 to make sure his volunteer 

work at Hospice was up to date. "He was that kind of person" 

Elaine told Lisa. Through other stories Elaine depicted Jack 

as a "considerate", independent and confident man . other 

family members -, iiv'ing and deceased, were also briefly 

described but Jack and Lis•a' s great grandparertts were the 

individuals whoElaih€ most wanted to portray in her effort to 

proyide L_isa with a sense of family continuity. 

Elaine used her keen interest and considerable knowledge 

in history, as well as her exper ienoe as a 'w'i tne·ss of his.tory, 

to provide a sense of soci-a.l continuity for Lisa. As was the 

case when she was providing family continuity, Elaine enjoyed 
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this process in a personal sense, ·because the top.ic is 

interesting to her, and in a social se)J.Se, because she 

believed she was "givingn something of worth to Lisa. E"iaine. 

believes that t-he-re is considerable "va:lu_e 11 in her kn.ow.ledge 

and experience in hi~tory. Beliefs which have been fostered 

by previous requests for historical interviews and her own 

love of history as a subject area. The reminiscence interview 

then, created a context that invited Elaine to share and 

explore her valuable historical insights and enjoy the 

prestige associated with being present during perio.ds in 

history When i:mportant events took place. On several 

occasions she used her age and experience to ·establis.h 

personal authority and add credibility to her- historical 

opinions.- In one instance the tw.o women were discussing the 

changes in the roles of women and Elaine pointed out that 

''people 1ny age, in ·their seventi_es and older have seen a 

tremendous change in social outlook". 1-n another case the 

conversation focused on the rapid development o.f communication 

media and Elaine mentioned that she was "of the generation io 

which T .. v. was practically a miracle, well, even radio11 • She 

went on to say that she could remember "Victoria I s fist radio 

station" and "the very first" broad.cast of the Metropolitan 

opera on the air~ Although in the context of thi•s 

conversation these experienc·es were i:mportan:tr at the time, 

Elaine said she "wasn't much into it11 • Lisa thought it. ·was 

strange t.hat she would remember these events s .o well when at 

the time she "bar.ely noticed". It se.ems that the reminiscence 

activity enabled ·Elaine to rediscover and appre.ciate, perhaps 

for the i. irst time, the significance of a past experience. In 

this case the memory provided credibility to Elaine and her 

insights concerning continuity and change in so.cial history. 
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one example o'f a conversation aimed at providing L:i:sa 

with a sense~£ historical continuity .began with a memory· of 

the old ~estern films and quickly evblved into a discussion on 

the history of racism. In this example, Elaine addressed both 

family and social continuity by documenting the subtle changes. 

in r ·acia1 o:ut.loo.k through the thoughts and bfahaviour of three 

generations of fam-ily members. This description included a 

depiction of ·the indirect prejudic.es expres·sed by Elaine~ s 

"open minded0 parents and ended w.±th an exploration of the 

differences in the way Elaine and Lisa view the issue of 

~acism. Lisa mentioned that she disagreed with her 

grandmother's opinion that it is alright to ask people with 

different. skin colour where they are from. While Elaine might 

ask out of innocent curiosity, t.isa believes that it is rude 

to assume someone is not from Canada just because their• :s~in 

colour is not white. ce-rtainly in this instance then, Lisa 

was able to see the continuity in familial racial attitud_es 

and perhaps· even place her grand:rnother and her,s ·elf on an 

evolutionary continuwn. ·Other issues such as women's 

liberation and the .changes in family attitudes were also 

discussed leading Elaine to say 0 it's am~zing how- one 1 s 

judgement changes as you learn about people 11 • This statement 

underlines the fact that personal growth and discovery, a.long 

with a fee.ling of social contribution·, --were parts of her 

experience· of discussing these social issues. 

Part of Elaine's .exper i_ence of our reminiscence 

conversat.ions then, was an attempt to provide Lisa with a 

sense of family and social continuity that illust·rates how 

members of her family and so•ciety have changed and stayed the 

same over ti.me. She focused her family descriptions on thos.e 

whom she was closest to and har sooial history discussions on: 



81 

issues that interested her. Bes.ides being pe:r--sonally 

enjoyable this process· of creating continuity also seemed to 

be socially validating in that it contributed something of 

perce.ived value to Lisa and transformed E·laine.1 s advanced age 

and experience .from a social liability to a strength. 

summary 

Elaine's experience of the reminis cence activity· included 

a delayed but powerful- "stab of grief1' .and. regret over the 

loss of her partner and the loss of the large part of her life 

that he r:epresented. This r .eactJon was surprising because 

Elaine enjoyed the conversations about Jack during the 

activity and the. stories she told about him were almost all 

positive in nature. Although Elaine bel.iev~d her choice of 

memories to be spontaneous, her stories did follow a p.attern 

depicting her: an~ her life in a positive and c.omplimentary 

manner.. In a psychological sense, the process of telling 

life-affirming stories was an enjoyable and validating one for 

Elaine. Socially, the close relationship between the two 

women and the highly interactive nature o f thei.r discussions, 

(ocused the conversations on issues of mutual interest and 

shared experiences. These factors also lead Elaine to snare 

control over the conversation's direct·ion and even :the meaning 

of some of her memories with :Lisa. Elaine also used the 

activity· to warn Lisa away fro:m mal<::in•g similar mistakes to 

those she made as a young woman. Finally, Elaine enjoyed, and 

seemed empowered by, the process of describing loved famJly 

members .and discussing important so•cial i.ssues in order to 

gi_ve Lisa a sense of continuity concerning how people. change 

and stay the same over time. 
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:Glady : and Michele 

Gladys is a seventy-two year old woman who lives with her 

first husband Cec in the house they built themselves in 

Saanich Her twenty two year old granddaughter M,i,ohele joined 

Gladys and :myself for the· reminiscence conversations. 

A"lthough Gladys has a 'severe physical disability which limits 

her mobili _y, sh.e remains very engaged in domestic actbrities, 

travelling, and especially family events .. Gladys and M.ich.ele 

enjoy a very close relationship whiGh reflects the, intimate 

'nature of their family as a whole. The ton.e of the two 

reminiscence conversations was relaxed and informal and the 

women appeared tp in:teract, in a natural and faJniliar wa.y. 

I Wtsb: Tbose Days Would J'ust Come :eaok 

Early dur'ing our flrst reminiscence conversation Gladys 

explained that she .be).ieved "eve,rything Wi:l,S so much bettern in 

the past "than what it is today". She remembers the "old 

days" as peing far .s .afer than today .• '' In those days ypu: 

didn't have t o worry about anybody mugging youlf, and "you 

weren1 't afraid to walk down the s .tr.eet alo'ne 11
.• compared to 

wh~n sh~ w.as young, Gladys believes that 11 thete is nothing for 

kids'1 to do these days and "the kids todayu would not be 

"satisfied" with the entertainment she onc:e enjoyed. ••They 

just want to qet into all kinds of mischief''. For Gl·adys, the 

past was clearly a better time to be a "kid" and youth in 

general 'Were happier and better behaved. 1rhis general belief 

may well have invited Gladys to emphasis how enjoyable ber own 

past was. Her glowing stories about such things as danc-ing, 

roller skating and meeting friends at the local cafe se·emed to 

help create, or reinforce, ~ plea~ing picture o~ he:r ch..ildhopd 
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which seemed to be pleasant .for her to tell and enjoyabl.e. for 

Michele to hear. 

Gladys' process .of praising the past in comparison with 

the present was complicated by the presence of Michele who was 

recently a youth herS-elf: and clearly does not fit Gladys' 

Unflattering stereotype. The contradiction between Michele 

and Glactys' image of today's youth appeared to make Gladys 

unsure of -her assumptions and se·ek confirmation of her beliefs 

by finishing her comments about today's youth ·with phrases 

like ••r think", ''is there''? or "would they"? This tension 

seemed particularly evident when Gladys stated that youth. o.nly 

want to. "get into .mischief" and paused, looked at Michele and 

said '1but not thes_e kids11 • Michele was 11 a really good girl 

when she was growing up'' :• Although Michel.e's presence seeJUed 

to make Gladys less certain about her own negat ive assumptions 

concerning today's youth, her fea.r: and uncertainty about 

current youth cultur:e remained evident throughout our 

c_onversations and likely helped _her to view her own youth in 

a relative1y positive ·way. 

The fact that Gladys views the world of her past as 

being a better place than the world today helps explain why 

she. found her experience of reyisi ting the p.ast so 

' 1enj oyable". After discussing one particularly happy memory, 

Gladys stated, "I wish those day-s could just come back, just 

start and see those. days again". Then, after admitting that 

''life isn't like thatt•, she seemed to find so.lace in realizing 

11 that just thinking about (those days) and remembering them 

means a lot to·o 0
• Gladys also equates her. experience of 

re1nembering past events with "reliving•i them. For h er, the 

activity was a positive experience because, as Gladys states, 

"I could relive :my memories of what the different parts of my 
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life were like" Moreover, these reliyed parts .of iife were 

historically situated in mo.re positively perceived periods of 

time helping to make the narrative an affirm.a·tive one. 

Besides revisiting and re·living the· exper.iences in her 

past, Gladys also enjoyed the reminiscence experience because 

it gave her· a chari.ce to put the different parts of her life 

together. -11Norm_ally1
•, Gladys "might occasionally look at a 

fe photos" ·and reminisce but she found it "very enjoyable~ .. 

remembering all the different parts which you don't usually 

do-" For Gladys then, the: reminiscence, e xperience seemed to 

be a unique and r ewarding journey tha t enabled her to return 

to a better time and use· her memory to relive and unite the 

d.ifferent parts of 'her Life. By the end of our conversat.ions 

G1adys believed that she had created a comprehensive and 

cohesive self-narrative. 

"My .bes.t memories" 

In concordan·ce with. her belief that the past was a better 

time to live, Gladys _primarily focused her reminiscences on 

positive, life-affirming memories. This positive focus was 

indicated by Glady-s 1 first few -words of. our initial 

c·onversation in which she stated that her "best memories were 

from seventeen years old and up11 and s .he immediately began 

describing that happy period. Moreover, Gladys' final 

sentence indicates that she mainta.ined this generally positive 

orientation throughout the two reminiscence discussion.s. She 

concluded by stating, "I think that has covered most of our 

happy times in my gro ing up years and •since I have been 

marr ied11 • Gladys,. emphasis in selecting memories clearly 

seemed to favour the "happy times'' .and "b.est memories"~ These 



85 

positive stories generally depicted her in a compl:imentary way 

and described her life as active,, exciting and socially 

re.warding. 

It seemed particularly important for Gladys to remember 

and describe times when she was phys-ically active. Although 

she has ·severe rheumatoid artbri tis in her hips f 

psychologically Gladys does not "feel crippled" or '*any 

differently" than she did 11 thirty or f.orty years ago 11
• 

Although she knows she cannot be as active as she once ~as, 

the re:i11inisc.ence activity "'jogged'~ her "memory into thinking 

about all those active. times [ she] :used to have".. Gladys 

cl.early relished th,e e:xp:erience of describing· the days when 

dancing was her "whole life'' + In those days no matter what 

the ·band was "playing at the time", when she walked in to her 

regular dance hall they wo.uld 11 stop and strike up 'Elmer's 

Tulle'", which everyone knew was her favourite song. Then, on 

three separate oo·casions during our convers.ations, she 

mentioned how much she •• loved sports 11 and listed all the teams· 

she played for. Gladys 11 1ived forn field-hockey and she too~ 

plea.sure in describing the time when the coach visited her 

mother and ''begged her" to let Gladys play .in the championship 

game. She aiso told stories o( playing cricket, basketball 

and rol,ler-skating in every arena in the ci t ,y. It clearly 

seemed to be perso_nally validatin•g for .Gladys to rexn.ember and 

relive these active times. It may also have been important 

·for her to teli these stories and show Michele that she was 

once just as healthy and active as her .granddaughter is today. 

Other positive stories Gladys told depicted her li-fe as 

thrilling a:nd exciting. Ag.ain these stories were likely 

cho·sen for her own s .atisfaction and also perhaps for the 

.pleasing picture th·ey portrayed to he-r audi.ence. These 
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entertaining memories inc.luded descriptions of. how she and .her 

husband (then boyfriend), would get into mischief and 

adventures while they were dating. Another story de.scribed a 

night when Gladys had agreed to date, two different Navy -men. 

Still other·s described some of the "horrible stornfs" and close 

calls she has had while boating ith her husband Cec. As she 

cla•imed on several oocasions 1 ••we have had some .exciting 

ti.mes" ·and it appeared to be satisfying .f .or her to remember 

these times and tell Micnele and myself about them. 

Another category of "best" memorie.s Gladys disous·s ed 

involved regular outings with .family members. Gladys 

de:scribed these family oriented memories f ·or a longer per-iod 

of time than all other memories and the emotional tone of her 

voice during this dial·ogue suggests that they· were very 

meaningful tim~s f°or her~ M.ost of these stories centred on 

the t ·rips she took as .a child with her extended family to 

Qualioum Beach every slUDlll.er and Elk Lake every Saturday. 

Several other positivta stories came from her descri ptions of 

other family camping trips in various locations on Vancouver 

Island.. -These very p.ositive family ori.ented stories will be 

discussed in :more detail later but their importance and 

positive nature are probably major reasons why the 

reminiscence activity was gratifying fo.r Gladys. 

In o.ur conver·satio_ns Gladys also told .many stories that 

portrayed her pers.onally .in a complimentary manner. The 

stor.ies she chose to tell about her grade school experience, 

fo instance, depicted her athleticism and the success of her 

field-hockey team as well as how she loved spe1•1ing because 

she usually won the school spelling bee. She also described 

herself as the child who ••generally helped [her ) parents· more.0 

than her siblings by stacking wood for her father and 
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aa·orificing her education to l.ook after ·her b:r:other: so her 

mother could work Gladys a.lso told a story about how, when 

she ·was in hospital, a nurse took her asid•e and call.ad her· 

••the most sensible one'' in the ward and asked her to befriend 

a needy patient. Other stories described her overcoming 

diff ioul t chaJ.len~es and being the one other family me:mb.er:s 

called for when they were in need. These stories were likely 

memorab)e bec.ause tl)ey on·ce bo·lstered Gladys' self-e·s ,teem and 

it see:m.s likely that the .act- of remembering and discussin9 

these vaiidating m·emories was in itself psychologica1·1y 

reinfo~cing. As with the other positive stories, these may 

also have been socially pleasing for Gladys in terms of the 

c:ompliment.ary picture they portrayed to Michele. 

Gladys' process of remembering, te·11 ing and t ·o .some 

degree r ·e1iving the·se positive me.mortes s .eeme.d to have led her 

to positively re-evaluate her early li_fe. Very early on in 

our conversations she seem~d to disregard her childhood and 

referred to it a.s a period of "rough growing up years-" no.t 

suitable for the ·po,sitive conversations she intended to have. 

In fact, her first comments of the reminiscence activity 

indicated that she "couldrt.rt remember much as a child re:ally11 

and. her best memories occurred after the age of seventeen .. 

After several minutes of conversation, Gladys revealed that 

she regretted the fact that she uhad to qui.i::: school and sta_y 

at home to look after (her) brother". With this regret out. of 

the way Gladys s ·eemed free to discuss life-affirming childhood 

events arid enjoyable times she spent on teams, with friends 

and particularly w·ith her family. After describing how 

enjoyable the family tr.ips to Qualicum Beach were I she 

declared that "those were the happiest years of my life·, the 

happiest" .. Then, after talking about the wonderful family 
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grief. When the doctor suggested hospitalization to Gladys, 

I sai.d no, because then I wouldn't have any of my 
family around me at all. And after a few .days I 
said, gee whiz, I have two more kids I have t.o 
think about, I have to snap out pf it.. So. that got 
me thinking, smarten up. 

The family itself offered healing gestures that reflect the 

caring and intimate natur.e of this group. Gladys' survi.ving 

s.on, Ron, was named after her brother who was· also killed by 

an automobile at a v.ery yo.urtg age. Then, when Ron became an 

adult he na..nted his. first son Wayne and thus both lost boys, in 

name. a,nd memory, were re-born into the family. Gladys then, 

was able to remglilber how she drew on one o:f her pr i _mary 

strengths, her love of her family, to pull her self out of 

despair and back into her active life where she was needed. 

Gladys also disc·ussed the personal coping strategies she 

uses to. de.al with this loss which are based on. cognitive 

thought control. A::; she explained, she does not 11block the 

memory of our little guy out o·f my mind, just what happened 

that day". And while she loves to think about Wayne, sh~ 

knows, '1that a :person could go almost out of their mind to 

dwell on it for very long''. Gladys' use o.f descriptors such 

as 0 qot it'' r "sad parts", "what happened" and "different 

things-" to portray Wayne's death suggest that she is 

successful in blocking out the details of his accident by 

replacing them with more ambiguous terms that probably cause 

her less grief. 

While Gladys indicated that her family has also been 

supportive in her e ·ttorts to cope with her arthritis she seems 

to see this 1oss as more of an individual challenge. She 

employs sim.ilar pe.r_sonal coping strategies in dealing with her 

disability to those used in coping with her son's death. 
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Gladys again indicated the importance of thought control When 

she stated. "a person could sit around and go mental if they 

just thought about it for too long''· For a time in her past 

she did find herself, "coming to tears-" over h~r disability­

but she is no longe_r overcome by the loss and as she says, "it 

is just a way of life for me now". G_la_dys seems to take pride 

-in the .fact that she has not II let lt slow [her] down•• and _it 

is this staunch deternrination to carry on despite the 

discomf"ort and inconvenience that she attributes to keep•i:ng 

her "mentality alive". 

T1;i.'e greates-t help Gladys-~ family h~s provided i,s in 

acknowledging that she does not ''want p.eople to feel sorry for 

"[her]" and thus, see her disability like she does 1 as simpiy 

part o f her way of li.fe. They als.o participate in celebrating 

Gladys·' bold deterrninatio,n not to let the arthritis get in her 

-way by continuing to tell classic .f~mily stories (such as 

G1adys' -amazingly fast escape from -the car} that hig,hlight 

these strengths. The reminiscence act_ivity then.r has· enabled 

Gladys to articulate. how she ·has overcome the great losses in 

he·r life. How she has controlled he·r "thoughts. and memories­

an~ accessed the strength of her family to fa~e her 

misfortunes and integrate the·m into her own way o.f life. 

summary 

Like ·the other particip~nts in this study, Gladys 

reported fin.ding our reminiscence conversations interesting 

and enjoyable. Her uncertainty about today's culture has led 

her to· belie•ve that the worlq she gr·ew up in was .a be.tter 

place to 1-i ve i _n than the 'World today€ This hel ie:f seem·s to 

have invited her to f,ocus ·on the positive stories in her past 
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which depict her in a complimentary way and describe ~er life 

as active, exciting and sociaily rewarding. The act of re­

telling, and to some extent rel.iving, these positive memories 

appeared t~ lead Gladys to re-evaluate her early li£e in an 

affirmative way. 

In a social sense, Gladys' enjoyment of the reminiscence 

conversations can. he partly ex,plained by the pleasure she 

f .eels simply by being in her granddaughter's company. For 

Gladys, Michele· .is both a close friend ·and a r .epresentative of 

an extremely intimate family system. 

Gladys' stories indicated that throughout her development 

she took part ~ regular, even ritu·alized, activities with the 

s .ocia1 groups that seemed particularly meaningful to her at 

var i •ous times. ·Through the reminisc.ence process, she appeared 

to be ab'le to access feelings of belonging and personal and 

social harmony that she may hav.e felt during these re.gular 

events. Gladys al.so told many stories that were clearly well 

known family classics and the act of telling these. stories 

a·ppeared to be a traditional family ev.ent in it.self. Her 

enjoYJTlent in relating these stories seemed to come from the 

fam-iliari ty of the tales and the joyful recognition they 

produced. 

Gladys also seemed to. enjoy tellin_g Mic_he:le about th~ 

English branch of their fa.Inily she and Cec had o.onnec.ted with 

a:nd the. exhilarating experience of .ret~rning to her native 

England . finally I Gladys appeared to take pride in describing 

to M.lchele the personal strategies and family help that has 

enabled her to over.come the difticult losses she has 

experienced 'in her lifetime. 
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Jean and Nicole 

Jean is a seventy-four year old widow who lives alone and 

enjoys a very active lifestyle. She has volunteered in the 

com.mu:ri,ity for several years and is emotionall_y close and 

engaged with her .fa:mily. Jean and Nicole, her twenty year old 

granddaughter, have a close relationship in which Jean "keeps 

an op.en mind" and rarely judges and Nicole enjoys t h e room 

Jiean gives her to be herself. Nicole also clearly respects 

her gran_dmother and values her opinions. Both women appeared. 

to be relaxed and interacted naturally throughout our 

convers.ations. 

Concern About the ~eception of Her stories 

Our ing our discourse it became apparent that J ·ean notic·es 

and places high Value on the opinions she believes others ha_ve 

of her. As Jean reminisced she twice described bein_g 

concerne.d about "sticking out like a sore thumb" because of 

her unusual last name and be . .ing a Canadian living in a prairie 

town populated mostly by Am.erica_ns. .Sh.e ''didn't want to be 

"different'' from those around her a.nd she worried. about being 

seen as a "foreigner" . 

The distinct social consciousness revealed in Jean's 

reminiscences was a:ls.o reflected in her a·pp:te.hens:ion over how 

Nicole would feel about listening to her li.fe stories. Jean 

described her granddaughter as a "comple-x· person'' wl:iom s.he 

does not fully understand. and s.o was '-'wondering what she wa:s 

thinking" in r ·egards to the. reminiscence activity-. Jean 

feared that she sounded 1-ike "one of those people who tell the 

same old stories over and over again untii you scream11
• Jean 

.also expre·ssed concern tha.t a great deal ·of her life·, and 
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therefore the stories of her life, woul"d seem quite dµll . She 

was almost apologetic when she twice mentioned that she "never 

used to do much except go to work and come h.ame ·and go t .o 

work•• .. Her obvious concern abo.ut Nicole being '·'bored" by tlre 

experience suggests that Nic.ole's reactions were a very 

important factor in determining Jea:n.1 s experience of the 

reminiscence activity. As, we will see later, Jean's interest 

in the reception o f her stories 9rea.tly influenced the st.ories 

she told and the way in which she told them. 

Jean was pleased tq report fee1ing "reinforcectir and 

va:l idated by Nicole's perceived interest and participation .i.n. 

the reminiscence conversat-ions. Nicole's verbal interactions 

were usually short and focused on finding out factual details 

such as IJ.ames .and dat.es or adding detail to stories that 

involved Nicole or her parents. NicpLe al·so commented as a 

representative of the younger generation when Je~n compareq 

past and present liv.ing conditions. But more important than 

her contributions to the content .of Jea:t:11 s stories. v.ras the 

attention and clear interest Nicole showed in her 

grandmotherrs life through non verbal and subtle means. She 

maintained a high level of eye contact , alert postur.ing, and 

constantly acknowJedged Jean through her us:e of uh huh' s, 

sm-iles and laughter. 

With ·her acute social consciousness and concerns about 

Nicole's reaction to her stories, Jean cle.a·r1y seemed 

gratified and reinforced by Nicole's interest and 

participation in the activity. She described Nicole as 

sometimes not being an attentive listener but this time she 

was "taking it all in" and uenjoying it so much." What J'ean 

e:njoyed was N.iaole's ·,•reaction" to her,. the fact that "she 

liked to hear about [her] li-fe 11 ~ This percept.ion of interest 
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and enjoyment from her granddaughter may have invited Jean to 

re- construe her beliefs concen:iing how interesting her li fa 

has been.· Nicole's level of engagement lead Jean to consider 

th~t maybe "all my stories are not bo'ring 0
• Jean was 

impressed that even the stories that Nico1e had heard before 

were of· interest, "so I guess they are not that dull 11
• 

Nicole's interest then, seemed to socially validated Jean's 

life stories and led her ·to feel "good", "enc.ouraged" and 

"flatte.r:ed'' about herself and the way she ·has lived her life .. 

Bes ides this personal val idation1 Nicole's noticeable 

interest in Jean's m·eroories strengthened the social 

relationship between the two women. Jean clearly appeared to 

enjoy ''sharing" her memories with someone who would enjoy 'them 

with her. When asked if feeling "flattere d 0 by Nicole's 

interest was the most pr·onounced feeling sh.e experienced, Jean 

stated that it was actually "the feeling of closeness . . . that 

she was interested in what I had to say". By being truly 

present for her grandmother, Nicole validated Jean's life 

stories and life experiences and simul ta·neously strengthen_ed 

the social b ond between her and her grandm"other. 

story content Managem~nt {Editing) 

When describing what .her reminiscence experience was 

like, one of the· first things Jean said was that she ''really 

only care.d to remember" the "enjoyable memories that indicate 

a fun and interesting past" . Jean clearly controlled and 

monitored the content of the stories she told and in the 

following quote she indica·tes s.ome of the personal a.nd social 

reasons for tl)is behaviour. 



Yeah, well. most, pe·ople don 1 t want to hear about all 
·that negative stuff anyway, I think. It's morbid, 
tho.se times in 1ife you weren't h_appy about~ And 
if you keep talking about it it g~ts worse to·o. 
You kind of a.re dwelling on it and dwelling on it. 
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Jean's concern ab.out what. people want to .hear .reflects her 

level of social consciousness and her apprehension over the 

reception of her stories. Moreover, J'ean twice mentioned how 

her children get "angry" at her when she describes the 

.. difficult pa.rts 11 of her life. Emphasizing negative memories : 

the·n, may mean breaking a family norm and perhaps lead her 

audience to lose i.nterest in her stories. Fro;m a 

psychological perspective, ind'iffet'enoe. or boredom f .rorn Nico le 

may have had the eff.ect of re•inforcing Jea-n' s fear that ne:r; 

stories, and indeed life, was of litt1e interest. The quote 

aiso re:flects Jean's belief that by focusing on negative 

memories the feelings associated witb them worsen~-

Jean, however, did not tot.ally avoid her painful rn·emories 

nor does she believe· that this is the proper course of action. 

Although Jean seemed to believe that talkin•g about difficult 

memories is a social lii3.b.ility and dwelling on them is 

psychol·ogically damaging, she managed to find a rniddl.e ground 

in which she "touched on 11 and acknowledged these experiences 

with.ou.t making them the cent.re of conversation. For instance, 

she made her feelings of resentment towards he.r f 'ather clear 

when she curtly desc.ribed herself as being 11 pawned off" and 

later 1' farmed out" after .her mother's death. With the 

exception of two cases these allusions to distre_ssing past 

events were always short and usually oou~he·ct ln depictions of 

p_leasant stories and close relationships. The death o-f Jean 7 s. 

first husband and the years s.he spent with an abusive step 
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mot4er, however, were negative epi_sodes too pivotal in h er 

life story to simply mention - although her depiction of even 

these events was brief and gave no hint of self pity. The 

first time she m·entioned her first husband's death Jean 

described how "he died in the last we.ek of the war, " then she 

seemed to catch her·seif in the midst of a sorrowful depic.tion 

and ended the statement with, ''but you can't change· that :now"~· 

Similarly, when menti.oning her mistreat'm.ent at the hands of 

her stepmother, Jean concluded her remarks with, "it's all 

gone and you: ca·n I t change it", It seemed important for Jean 

to show her listener.s, and ·perhaps herself, that she is not 

af.raid to acknowledge her hardships but neither is she 

·prep.a.red to dW-e 11 on them. 

Through al 1 of her c ·are not t:o emphasize her distr1=ssing 

memories Jean did find the prpcess ot op.enly .acknowledg·ing 

them therape~tic. A.fte.r again describing how her daughters 

dislike hearing any of her painful life stories Jean likened 

the experience o:f mentioning these stories dur•ing our 

reminiscence to "the Catholics during 

confession''. "It gets it out .... and off my chest'' . 

Some people that hav.e something and they ke·ep it 
bottled up but if you tell someone then 'bup' and 
it doesn't bother you as much any more. At least 
that's the way it is with me. 

Although her family norms may have lead Jean to be'li.eve that 

these difficult memories are things "most peo.ple· po not want 

to hear'( she stil1 t ook the opp·ortunity t.o acknowledge them 

and enjoy the psycho.logical bene.fits 'of this actiot1. 

Although Jea.n' .s painful memories play a.n important part 

in her reminiscence experience the funny, delightful and life 

affirming stories make up. an overwhelming majority of the 

text. Jean considers her :positive rendition of .her life story 
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to be trthe truth all right but it's told in a little different 

way. You leave out th_e unpleasant or un:neqessary things"., 

Focusing on the positive aspects of life does more than simply 

give Jea.n-' s . audien:c.e what she believes they want to hear; it 

also reflects her belief tl)at 11 you can't change 1efhat has 

happened but you can c:hange how you feel about it". This 

statement was menti•oned three times in our conversations and 

acts as a guiding principle· in Jean's life. It also had a 

strO'ltg influence on how she constructed, told and experienoed, 

her life story. .1ean reaJiz.es sh·e can change the way she 

fee.ls about her past and that is why, she states, n1 was 

-making it sound as if it was all fine" . Fpr Jean, 11.if ypu 

tell it like that often enough you believe i.t yourself". The 

predominance of life affirming stories in Jean's reminiscences 

then 1 served the social purpose of providing the stories she 

believed her audience wanted t.o hear and the psychological 

purpose of helping her to reconstruct and brighten the way she 

f.eels about the event.s .of her life~ 

This process of changing the way sh~- fee~s about her past 

by focusi·ng on the positive memories is evl.dent throughout the 

text of our conversations. Almost every positive story Jean 

told reflected well on her and gave her reason to feel prdud 

of the things she identifies with, whether these things 

concern h.er person.al life, ber family, the region she grew up 

in or her ancestry. 

The qreat majority of Jean's positive rnemor.ies focused on 

her rela.tionships with family and l .oved ones. One of the 

happiest chapters i .n Jean's lif•e story centres on the thr~e 

years she spent with her first husband, Bud. When describing 

this tiroe in he.r 1 ife Je~n smiled often an_d her narrative 

never wandered to other subjects or time .l?eriods as it was 
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prone to do in other parts o·f our conversations.. She 

described with obvious pride the day Bud rec.eived his 

office.r's commission and how she used to 11 love to walk right 

down Young Street and make all the soldiers salute him". She 

said, half jokingly, that she "practically got him that 

commission by being friendly with the c.0 1 s wife". Although 

this golden age lasted only three years in chronological ti.me , 

for Jean-, it now seems to be a much larger portion of her lif·e 

-in terms of 'lived time'. While trying to comprehend how much 

time had passed since Bud's death Jean st.ates that she "can't 

believe that it was fifty ye_ars. ago . .. it doesn't seem. that 

ong ·ago at all"~ This is likely because altho.ugh their time 

tog-ether was ver_y brief she has 11 all those very happy memories 

to k,eep me" and she rev_isits them often thus expanding the 

lived time of their relationship. Indeed it is Jean's l ived 

time and not chronological time that is reflected by the life 

_story she told. And in this story, the painful periods are. 

shorter and the ·hap_py times far longer than t,heir actual 

his·tor ical duration. 

Just as she took pride and 9ratificatio.n in describing 

her rela-tions_bip with Bud, Jean also aelebrate.s her imp0·rtant 

roles in the lives of otller· family members. These star ies 

range from having to tell her teenage daughter's boyfriend's 

parents that the_y wer·e _about- t o become grandparents, to '1bein.g 

there" for all her grandson~s hockey and baseball games and 

practises. 

matriarch 

Jean c.lear ly seems to have found a re.le as the 

of her f ·amiiy and she takes gr.eat pride in 

describi.ng her importance in family re_lationships. 

o·ne matriarcha_l role -that the reminiscence e xperience 

enabled Jean to act out was th~t of the family history bearer. 

On four occasions Je~n's reminiscences branched out from her 
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own past experiences and generalised to the life stories of 

other important family members. Jean richly described many of 

her father's life s·tories su.ch as his early homestead-ing days 

and his career as a baseball player. She also recounted 

stories from the life of her daughter Patty, Nicole's mother. 

Her mo·st thorough and heartfe lt description, however, was 

saved for her first husband Bud's life story. This narrative 

began with his birth in England and depicted Bud's home-life, 

his ed,ucation and training, his relationship with his parents 

and finally his relationship with Jean just before his dea.th . 

In the cases of her father and .Bud these bri-ef histories were 

celebrations, from Jean, for two people she loved and who are 

unable to tell their own stories. It was also clear that 

these renditions were positively or i ented (like the stories of 

he.r own past) and that telling them made Jean feel proud of 

the subjects and grati.fied herself for having used this 

opportunity to remember and tell their story. 

Jean's stories were also full of praise for the 

geographic locations in which she was raised. It is clear 

that part of the wholesome goodness Jean recalls a.bout 

''pra:irie life'' sbe sees in herself. When her moth·er was 

terminally ill and her father had to go to the city to be with 

her, the neighbouring farmers cut and thresbed his crop. '·'If 

you were in trouble they were always there to help · . .. that 1 s 

just the way things worked". That Jean has deeply integrated 

this ethic into her personal philosophy is shown by her view 

of religion: "My r.eligion is really helping someone else. I 

get more pleasure out of giving and helping someone and them 

not saying a_nything and I don't say anything ei ther 1-'. Jean is 

also proud of her basic and "concentrated" Alberta eclucation. 

which served her well when she worked in Toronto and knew more 
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useful information than her senior col leagues .educ.ated in the 

East. Unlike Western Canada , Jean remembers Toronto as a 

place wher.e. 11 people don't talk to one another" and she Vividly 

remember ed breaking into tears when he.ari.ng "Spri.ng Time in 

the Rocki·es.t• on the radio while living there. 

Jean also reached. beyond her own memories and tho.se of 

her family members to tell stories that honoured her 

ancestors. It was clearly a pleasure for Jean to explain how 

"proud" s'he was about how 0 just a handful of Canadian f ·armers 

held off the Amer leans" in the War of 1812. She .also praised 

her nscottish ancestors" who fought the expan•sionistic 

aspirations of the Irish Finnians and Jean proudly told their 

rallying call: "They may take Canada ·but they neih take tbe 

Soran. These stories that focus on the virtues of Jean's 

fam·i ly members, loved ones, region and anc.estry reflect well 

on Jean's life and may help her to feel good about her choices 

and "the way things have gone11 for her. They also -reveal that 

she ha:=; taken this opportunity to explore an.d express who she 

is in terms of the people , places and events that define her 

identity. 

Humour: "Icing on the Ca.ke11 

The socia.l and personal reasons that influe.nced Jean's 

s.election of stories to tell also affected the way in W'hi•ob 

she told them . Just as Jean had left out many of the 

"unpleasant thin•gs 1' to portray a p·o•sitive and interesting life 

story she also "added a littl·e splce 11 to her stories· and m_ade 

them her ''own version•• . Jean chara:oter:iz•ea this process as 

"putting the icing on the cakeu and if the agreeable .choic.e .of 

stories is characterized by the cake then her humorous anq 
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entertaining renditions of them represents the icing. Indeed 

the text of our conversations is peppered with jokes and 

ironie·s highlighted by· Jean's own laughter. Part of the 

reason for the humorous depiction of :many of her stories lies 

in her desire to tell an interesting and positive narr.ative 

for the enjoyment of her .audience and for her own ·personal 

.life· evaluation. Nicole reinforced Jean's use of humour by 

laughing, commenting and generally .engaging in the 

conv.ers.ation mor:e actively in the humorous porti.ons of the 

story than the :more serious ones. This wa.s particularly 

evident when Jean d~sorib~d some of the amusing and 

rrtisc.hievous behaviour she took part in at s-phool and at work. 

Nicole's heightened interest .during this portion of the 

narrative indicated her amuseme;nt and thus sat.isfied Jean's 

de•sire to maintain Nicole's interest and show Nicole that she 

"wasn't always old"$ 

Je·an' s hum.our is also a . part of -an i;nportant personal 

life. strategy i .n which she emphasizes the po.siti ve and 

humorous aspects of life espe·cially when life i~ 

chall·enging. ~s Jean puts it, "I have always tried to look at 

the positive side of things with my sense o f humour".. When 

Jean feels anxious or distraught she "tries to laugh it off.'t 

and. she o£ten used her hwnour duri'ng o.ur re1niniscence 

conversations to temper the J!ainfµl sections of her .story. 

Th-is was indicated most clearly by her descriptions of ·her 

abusive step-mother who makes "Ci ndere 1 la's .step-mo~her 1 ook 

like the Fairy-godm .. other". Jean also related a story of how 

she told her grandsons that. a huge patch of burned gr·ass in a. 

fieid is Where they had strewn her step-mother's ashes. 11 At 

.least I c:an laugh ab.out it'' , Jean says and this. mal<;es· her feel 

like "it's not such a big deal any more". 
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Although t:he physical and mental deterioration often 

asso.ciated with aging concerned her greatly, Jean also .made 

fun o.f her advancing age.. This was the case when she 

described shouting, "Do you think I,:m old and feeble?" to a 

man who offered to help her to a chair at a government office. 

She also laughed and depi,cted her classmates .at a r e cent 

reunion as ••the boys I once thought were so great" who •fnow 

have bald h.eads arid .big pilsner tumours-". She then smiled and 

said, 11 1 wonder i.f they were: saying the same thing about me 

too?." 

.Near the end of our last interview Jean explained how 

much she l oved the British sense of humour and de-scribed how, 

during the war, the British were down in the subway during an 

air raid and an air-rai.d warden asked if ther·e were any 

pregnant women down t.ner.e. One man sh·outed , '·'have a he:ar.t 

governor we have only b"een down here for five minutes". This 

joke portrays an -extremely traumatic time in which one persqn 

is strong and brave enough to see :and share the humorous side 

of the situation. Jean used her se.n_s -e of. hurnou·r in this way 

during the reminiscence activfty. Jeanes humour then, made 

her ,stories more compel iing to Nicole and e nabled her to 

portray the lighter side of. her .darker· memories and with her 

1-aughter demonstrate that she has p·ower and control. over her 

feeli.ngs concerning th_ese events. 

comi.ng to Grips with the Pa.ssage o-f Time 

The very act of providing a detailed account of one's 

lif.e story can lead the reminis•cer to confront the enormous 

amount and pac.e o.f change in their world. Certainly a part 0f 

J~a:n' s reminis.cen_ce experience centered on her efforts to come 
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to grips with the changes associated with the passage of time. 

Throughout the two reminiscence interviews her temporal focus 

constantly fluctuated from the past to the preselJt. and back 

again as she cpmpared and contrasted her early years witn the 

current period. Jean wondered at the rise in the price of 

beer , the t•unimaginable" increase in salaries, the advent of 

i .ncome tax and the arrival o_f more casual dress. codes. Her 

strugg.le to accept and integrate these changes was usually 

revealed by an expression of al'!laz:ement followed by comments 

like., '1bu,t everything i _s relative", "things change'' or "time 

sure flies". 

At one point the assumptions Jean had about the nature 

of historical changes contradicted the content of th·e stories 

she: told. Jean's ef"forts t.o integrate these two opposed sets 

of data revealed a proeess in which she reworked and 

reconstructed her belief"s about the past to ref le·ct her actu.al 

rn:emories. Jean corn:pat"!=d s ·chool in the old days·, when she 

could ~not rec.all any· discipline problems," with school today, 

stating that she wou.ld not be a teacher toda·y ubecause of al 1 

the abuse you have to take·" . Then she proceeded to tell 

several emtertairting stories clescribing how she· and her 

friends teased and torm_ented their princip_a). and each other at 

scho-ol. ~h.:i,.s contradiction highlights Jean's process. of 

choosing interesting and entertaining stories to tel.l her 

audience and the fact that her assumptio•ns about the 

.diff.erence between the past and present may be flawed.. After 

reminiscing for $Orne time on he.r early school days, Jean 

seemed to become cognizant of the contradiction and tempered 

he.r idealized depiction of the school system of her past. She 

did this by mentioning haw· she was once unjustly strapped and. 

how her principal was hi.red only because "they wouldn't hire 
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a female pr incipa_l in those days 11
• 0 Things have changed now", 

she said, which seems to indicate ·that, for Jean, much about 

s .chool today has actuai'ly improved . 

.:tean strongly identifies with her childhood home in ·the 

Alberta prair:ies and ·the changes to that reg ion" s landscape 

b.ave deeply affected her. After discussing her childhood 

years in Edmonton, Jean compared the old town with the new 

city where they have: '"torn down so many tb.i.ngs and put so many 

bulldipgs up that• .• unless I look at the street signs I don't 

know where I am. I used to know without. the signs''. After a 

p ·eriod of- reminiscence, Jean d.escribes the same disorientat.ion 

when visiting Galgary again, and to a lesser extent, all of 

the Alberta prairies. She lamented the disappearance of the 

grain eleva·tors that once stood as landmarks revealing the 

location of the n.ext town and its level of prosperity. Gone 

too· are the trains that onoe blew their whistle.s so regularly 

that, as a school girl, Jean would use the noise to signal the 

end o.f recess and lunch hour. The prairies of .Jean's 

childl;1-0od a.re inscribed o.n her identity and her frequent 

transitions from ;reminiscing to compa.ring the past with the 

present show tha.t the landscape she grew up ln has 

fundamentally changed. The disappearance of th-is land·scape, 

with the passage of time, highlights the impermanence of the 

hwnan condition and, for Je.an, may underline her own 

·mortality. 

While the: changes in Jean's temporal focus signalled her 

efforts to integrate th~ changes highlighted by the 

reminiscence process they may -also have served the social 

function of helping to keep Nicole interested a.r:i.d engaged in 

the conversati.on. This was the cas_e when Jean finished a 

lengthy descriptio.n of ·her career life and mentioned how easy 
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She th.en 

characteristically compared those days with today PY saying, 

"It's not that way now. 

looked at Nicole, and 

Things change". She then _paused, 

suocessfully drew her into the 

conversation by changing the subject to ho~ "Nicole~s mother" 

(not Elnily as she is usually r .eferred to) might buy a 

computer. These social and psychological r .easons for 

returning to the pres.ent were again shoWJJ. when, after 

reminiscing about the importance of trains in her childhood, 

.1ean stat~d-, ''I keep thinking sometime.s that we lived better 

and we were happier put I don't know". Jean then glanced at 

Nicole an.ct concluded that "kids" today ''wou1dn't think that 

was any kind of life at all". Nicole, understanding that the 

statement was dir.ecte·d at her as wel 1 as the complexity ·of the 

comparison, replied that "it's hard to tel1 11 • Then, after a 

lengthy period of reli\iniscing a}>out her first husband, J'ean 1 s 

discussion moved into the present and engaged Nicole by using 

her pres ence as an aid in comi·ng t.o grips with the passage of 

tim~. Jean wonders how it coul.d p6Ssibly have been fifty 

years si.nce her first husband's death. "It doesn·1 t seem that 

long ago but it has been. Yoll can see Nicole he.re I she is my 

granddaughter from my second marriage". Nicole, as· a 

granddaughter then, acts as a referent or representative of 

the present period which seern.ed to aid Jean in acknowledging 

and perhaps acc.epting .historical changes. 

The temporal fluctuations found throughout Jean's 

narrative indicate tu.at the reminiscence experience has led 

her to confront the disorienting pace of change in her world . 

Jean's attempts to make sense and meaning out of these changes 

has led her to re-access and perhaps re-w_ork assumptions about 

the past and has ore.ated a·n opportunity for Jean to re-engage 
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Nicole by· including her in the conversation and remi_niscence 

process. 

Summary 

When asking Je·an how she experienced our rem.iniscen9e 

conversations she said, 11 it was like reliving you·r life 11 which 

was 11 fun 1~ and "enjoyable" to do. To account for this 

predominantly positive· evaluation of the experience, it i-s 

helpful to r .ecall how conc.erned Jean. was. about how her life 

stories would pe· rec.eived by Nicole. To increase the 

likelihood that .Nicole would find her stories intere.sting, 

Jean controlled the content of her narratives by Gboosing to 

describe mostly life affirming memories; she added humour and 

emphaslzed the positive aspects of the chosen stories; and she 

regularly returned to tne present and enlisted Nicole~s help 

in dealing with the changes in the world around her . 

Throughout the rem.inisc.ence activity these social strategies 

w-e:r:e: constantly bei.ng reinforced by verbal and non verba.l cues 

given by Nicole that indicated her keen interest in Jean's 

life story. For Jea·n, the e>..."perience lead to an inor:eased 

feeling of closeness to Nicole and a s ·trengthening of their 

re l ationship. 

on a more personal psychologic.al level, the apprehensioIJ. 

Jean fe.l t ab.out the reception of heir stories may have 

reflected h~r fea,:r that her life was quite dull and 

un·eventful . Nicole's perceived interest challenged the!3e 

fears and i .nv i ted Jean to re-construe her beiiefs about her 

life. In an attempt to change the way she feels about her 

past life Jean c .ontrolled the content of hex stories and 

emphasized the positive and humorous aspects of· her ace.cunts 
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(because if you tell tnem like that often enough you beiieve 

i .t yoursel·f) . Jean a1s·o found therapeutic benefit in 

acknowledging the difficult experiences in her life and 

expressed her power over these events thr·ough these 

acknowledgements and the use of hu,mou.r. Finally, Jean used 

the reminiscence activity to acknowledge and integrate the 

many, changes in the world around her. 
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After applying the previously described methodology to 

the transcribed conversations and interviews I revisited and 

-re-re:ad the pertinent literature on reminiscence, reminisc ence· 

therapy, the s ·elf., narrative structures and grandpar·enthood.· 

Through this re·-emersion. process. I was ab'le to connect a. 

theoretica 1 Vocabulary to my' ur;i.derstanding of the 

participants' experiences. At the same time, I took great 

care not to naively buy into a single theoretical perspective· 

without going back to the. ·transcript ions a.nd aski.)1g if the 

perspec~ive in question was rea.lly congruent with the data. 

I a1so explored the themes I had isolated and compared and 

contrasted them. while constantly asking myself what do these 

themes and their rel~tionships tell me about how this group of 

elders experienced these reminiscence conversations. The 

discuss.ion that follows then, is generally a lo.ck at some of 

the important and often shar.ed ways these ·elder.s e ·xperienced 

the reminisce·nce conversations with their grandchildren. The 

first sectiqn ot the discussion is primarily, though not 

exclusively, centered on the aspects of the participants' 

experience: that. involve them as individuals. The secon:d part 

of the discussion oentr·es on the influence o-f the 

partic.ipants' grandchildren (and socia.1 context. in general) on 

their experience of the conversations. 

Part one: Personal Experiences 

Earlier l stated that I agreed with the majority of 

contemporary social r ·esearchers who view self-narrat i ve-s, and 
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the smaller stories of which they are oomprised, to. be 

unstable, s _eleotive and interpretive c onstructions and not 

accurate, photographic ·accounts bf past experiences. The 

participants in this study reinforced this position by 

indicatin•g that, to some degre.e, they .all manag ed and shaped 

the stories they told during our con:versations.. Don was a·ble 

to articulate many of the issues and questions that lead .him, 

and perhaps the other participants, to ·shape and construct his 

narrative in a particular way. 

To what extent should I dis.play my 1 ife to anyone? 
To what degree of i ntimacy, to what degree of 
confidentiali t,y ... how interested are people 
really?u 

While all the participants dealt with questions Like these -in 

their own individual ways_, patterns of similar responses did 

emerge in the combined text of our conversations .. 

Positive Memories 

The most clearly defined and uniformly expressed ma·nner 

in which the grandparent participants s:b.aped th.ei.r stories 

took, the form ot a positive bias in the content a nd style of 

their narrative·s. Although this form: of narrative control was 

shared, ·the degree to which this positive emphasis was 

purpos eful varied amongst th.e participant s~ Don and Jean made 

it c _l'ear from the start that they "pref er to remember the 

beautifu.l things" and their choice of stories and style o f 

presentation c~nclusi·vely refl~cted this inclinatlon . 

conversely, Elaine only recognized this tendency late in olir 

last Gonver.sat-ion and she attributed it to an " unconscious" 

:desire to avoid discussing "the t _ough times". GlaElys 1 never 

overt.ly adrnitt.ed that sh.e preferred a positive focus but 
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statements she made during our conversations: clearly indicated 

that .she conscioµsly I or unoo_n_scipusly I fqcµsed her .memories. 

on "the happy times 11
• Jerold Starr (19.83.) reflected on this 

range ot int.entional.i ty w'.hert he stated th.at whi1e much of the 

1'seit-creation au.d re-~r~·at-iop" th.at h·appe_ns when one 

constructs their life story takes place in "half awa·r .eness" 

many reconstructions 11 are specifically desicgned to omit 

references to,. or conceal, past deeds that discredit. a new 

p·resenta:t.iqn of self'' (p. 2 63) • St.arr and otbe,r authors 

{Tarman , 1988; Goffman, 1950) might argue that the control and 

:management of self narratives, conscious or otherwise, is: part 

of acU eJfort py the reminiscer to produce a personally and 

socially acceptable story. One effectual way to view the 

positive orientation of the ·self-narrative_s produoeo. j_:n thls 

study is to consider that it is impossible to create a self'­

narrati ve witho.ut also cre.ating a version of one's selt. tn 

t lle context of tbi.s study, anci in the presence of myself and 

a grandchild, the grandparents clearly created selves and 

:Lives which were life-affj_rming and q_eciqed)y positive in 

·orientati·on. 

While all the narratives told by the participants tended 

to support the conclusion that the reroiniscers had lived "a 

pretty happy life in general'', the types of positive 

descriptions were wide ranging. These descriptions included 

complimentary s.el.f depictions , renditions of their lives that 

e!nphasised their loving relationships as well as. their active, 

adventu·rous and fulfilling experiences. 'l'hrough ·discussing 

the·se positive lite stories with th~ participants. a.nd closely 

examining the text of our conversations, several viable 

persqnal. and social expl·anations to·r this .emphasis seem to 

appear. 



117 

Elaine pr.ovided the simplest., and perhaps tbe most: 

powerful , explanation ~s to wby sne and the other reminiscers 

focused their narratives on positive memories. Elaine 

e;xplained that, "People think of things that give them 

pleasure more than pain~. rt is difficult to argue with the 

notion th_at ·peo.ple are generally drawn to pleasurable 

activities and away from. painful ones. Or the ldea that 

pleasure c.an b.e derived by revisiting particularly rewarding· 

periods in life througn reminiscence. The act o.f revisiting 

pl_easurable meniories may als·o help explain why Gladys, and to 

a lesser extent Jean, remembered the past as having been a 

better historical per:icod to l_i ve in than the present. In th.a 

case of thes.e pa:tticipants, -the posi ti Ve' narrative foe.us rn·ay 

he motivated by a need to su.pport this assumption as well as 

a desire to enjoy the pleasure of remembering pleasant past 

events . 

. A second reason for tbe positive focus .and interpretation 

of the life stories relates to the imm_ediate social context o·t 

the acti\!"ity. All the 'participants clearly indicated that it 

was important that their grandchild enjoy the process and 

·several grandparents appeared to c _0nclude th:at positive 

stories would ,facilitate tn.is epjoy,II1ent. Elaine stated that 

she did not want to make L · sa unhappy with sad and, depres.sing 

s:t:0ries; while J'ean may h.ave been influenced by the negative 

reactions she had previously en·cou'ntered Wh-il•e attempting to 

disC'tlss painful memories- with other family members. 

Sind l .arly, Doh found it important to find words that "pleased" 

his listeners .. Starr (1983) remarked that when reviewing the 

past, pe;ople se l .ect cert:ain ''a.cts and const:r-ue them. in su~h a, 

way as to form a particu.lar c::haracterizati.on that suites their 

current social conte:X:t 11 (p.. 264}. The participants in this 
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inquiry, in the context of being with a grarrdchild, te_nded to 

construe and cl)ar:acteri'ze the events chosen for their 

narratives in positive and life-affirming ways. Moreove~, 

mo·st participants pointed to the importance of their 

grandchild's experience as an important reason for the 

positive nature of their construct i ·ons . As ::r ea n s .ta ted, 11m·os t 

·people don't want to hear about all that negative stuff 

anyway''. The social context then, seemed to influence tbe 

decision by m_ost grandparents to focus their life stories on 

positive renditions of past events indicating the 

grandchildren rs r .ole in cck·constructing the na.rrati ves. This 

observation supports Mars;h.alrs (1980) assertion that nwhen 

hel_ped to reconstruct their life story peopl.e are more l ikely 

to come up with a good story". 

Just as there were personal and social reasons for the 

partici_pants to positively emphasi.se -their life stories-, there 

were also personal and social functions _and consequences for 

this emphasis. The mo.st obvious result of this p.ositive 

orientation was tl;lat it see:tn'ed to 'lighten' the conversations 

which may help to explain why the partic_ipants descr"ibed t.he_ 

reminisc~nce activity as 11 fun 11
, 

11 enjoyable 11 and "satisfying". 

What may be more significant though, is the way the life-· 

affirming nature of the stories seem_ed to help· the 

participants gain a sense of satisfaction about themselves and 

the way that they have lived their liv-es. Don clearly stated 

that he believed the more he reviewed his past the more he 

felt "endor·sed" about the way he had. lived his life. Je.an was 

clearly empowered by the notion that although she 0annot 

change the past, she can change the way she feels about it. 

As we saw, she did change her ·feelings about her past in an 

af f i _rming direction by emphasi z in9 pos_i ti ve stories and using 
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humour .in her rendi t.ions of difficult time·s. Al 1 the 

participants, with the exception of Don, devoted a significant 

portion of their pos•itive stories to descriptions in which 

they portrayed th.eIJiselve·s in aff irrning and ·cornpl:imentary ways. 

The existenc.e, and shared e}:{pression, o,f this class of 

positive memories. m-ay he..lp explain why some participants felt 

better about their 1 i ves after taking part in the reminiscence 

activity. Rastenbau~ (1974) believes that a sense of 

validation "can be achieved through a retrospective pr.ocess" 

in which a person's ·past accomplishments indicate that they 

are still competent and worthy "by irnplication11 (p. 133). It 

is tempting to wonder if thi.s validating effect may become 

more powerful -when, .as. in the case of these participants, the 

.complimentary and affirmi.ng stories are shared with, and. 

ac.knqwledged by, a loved one. 

Social constructionists believe that the narrati~e form 

is the best mechanism for capturing and reflecting a sense of 

lived time (Bruner,, 1987; Ricoeur, 1983) . It follows then, 

th,at since the life stories di_scus·sed in our reminiscence 

conversations followed .a na-rrative form , they, to some .extent, 

·repre.sent each partioipantsr present sense of the lived time 

of their 1 i ves. Two of the partic.ipants, Jean and Gladys, 

directly me.ntioned that the reminiscence cor.i_ver·sations were 

like reliving their lives. With the positive focus of these 

na:r:rati Ve renditions, it .is easy to understand how the 

conversations could ·positively influence the participants,. 

opinions about themselves ahd their 1ives . 

one shared way all the participants shaped their 

narrative conversations then, was to emphasise po•sitiv.e 

memories that ·refle.cted well on themselves and the way they 

have lived their lives . Th is may have been done for sheer 
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their gr andchi.ldre.n enjoy the activity. This emphasis did 

help to make the conversations enjoyabl·e , an4 in some cases , 

seem·ed to validate the participa·nts and the lives they have 

lived to date . 

unhappy Memories 

We have see.n how th.ese participants, in the context of 

this study, found it im_1Jortant to deliver a posi.tive·1y 

oriented .self narrative. This tendency did not mean that all 

the reminiscence conversatiqns were purely p.ositiv.e. In fact, 

the combined text of the .conversations that took place in this 

inquiry also inp.icate tha·t major losses and regrets can be 

viewed as important additions to a 1 ife story. E.laine 

described this phenomenon as c ommon or even universal when she 

stated that, "Wben we look back, everyone thinks of' thin_gs we 

would rather not have done''. All the participants described 

painful losses in their lives and they all, with the exception 

of Gladys, reported reeling same degree of regret and/or 

remorse during these portions of the conversation . Jean found 

it e:m,ot.i,onally ''d.ifficult11 portraying her husband and 

e·A"l)laining how he died in the last we·ek of the wa.r. Don 

admitted, while lamenting his failure to appreciate his 

mother, that "some remorse· creeps in" when he thinks about 

this issue. But the most powerful negative reaction hr.ought 

on l:!y the reminiscenc.e .conversations was experienced by 

Elaine. Although she )::"eported feeling ''fine" during our 

conversations the discussion of her deceased husband left her 

unable to sleep and feeling "miserable" on bo.th evenings 

following our meetings. George Shute (1986) suggests that 
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caut.ion be used when utilizing reminisce.nee therapies. In his 

article Shute described a client who became depres.sed 

primarily because her remini.scenoe conversations precipitated 

the breakdown of denial that had been her primary defense 

niechanism. Whether tbe effect is "intensifying" a sense of 

loss or d_iscrediti.ng an irnpo:r:tant defehse mechanism it appears 

to be important to realize that intense and lengthy 

re.miniscence discussions can bring the reminiscer face to face 

with issues they not be completely prepared or equipped to 

con·tront. 

It is im:po:r:tant, however, not to generalize too much when 

descri"bing the way the participants dealt with their unhappy 

memories and the regret and rem9rse that was sometimes 

associated with these encounters. Gladys ·described the l.oss 

of he~ son and her health with the candour of someone who felt 

in complete control of the i'ssues and determined not to let 

them get in her way. Jean did report feeling· remorse when she 

de·scribed the loss of her hus,band but her emotions appeared to 

be familiar and manageable to her. Don seemed somewhat 

surprised by the remorse he experienced when he described his 

regrets· but he viewed this E3.ID.otio•n as a .nece$sary part of hi-s 

process .of' dealing with these regrets. Unlike the other 

p~rticipants, Elaine's loss was still relatively recent (she 

lost her. husband. five years ago) . Although she beli.ev.ed she· 

had healed to the p"Oint where memories of her husband bring 

pleasure ;more than pain, our convers.ations may have forced 

open the door to the feelings of 11 profound regret 11 she was 

jus·t managing to control. Unhappy memories then, were dealt 

with by al.l participants but there were many di ff.ere:nce-s in• 

the way they were approached and the effects they had on the 

reroiniscer.s. Tem};>ora.l distance fr·o:m sign if leant tosses may be 
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a ta·ctor in assessing the likelihood o·f reminisdence 

conversations instigating the re-emergence of negat:i ve 

emotion-s. 

With all the varied ways the participants dealt with, and 

reacted to, their unh.appy memories , there were also some 

important commonal,i_ties. one of these cpmmonal-i ties concerns 

the way all the participants de-empha-sis.e.d thes.e me-mor ies in 

the. c:onte.xt of their entire life stories. There again seems 

to b~ specific 1ntrapsychic and social reasons for this shared 

tendency -o de-emphasise ne.gati ve memories. Besides simply 

wanting tq avoid memories that cause them p~ in, Je·aJ:1 and 

Gladys both stated that they firmly believed 11 dwe,lling·" on 

their unhappy me'mori~s only made them fe.el worse about th.e 

events. Don simply thinks that focusing on negative memories 

is a waste of time because in the grand scheme of l.ife tb;ey 

are meaningless. Jean and Elaine also· expressed a social 

reason for de-emphasising their unhappy stories which refers 

pack to the social r~ason for the em,phasi-s on positive 

memories.. That is, the .concern that negative me_niori~s would 

not be w~lcomed or enj.a,yed by their grandchildre·n. A~ was the 

case when the ~articipants emphasised J?Ositive 1:ife stories,. 

there seemed to have been personal and social factors that 

lead them to de-emphas•ise the regretabl.e· eve.nts in. their 

lives. 

Another 

parti,cipan.ts, 

com.monali-ty concerns the way 

in discuss.ing t1'leir pa.infuJ 

the strategies they 

that all, the 

or 

use 

re9reta.ble 

memories, explored 

successfully with these issues~ In some: 

to 

c'ases 

deal 

the 

reininiscence co-nvers<:1tions simply enapled participants to 

articulate their coping strategies and in other instances the 

conversations were used as an opportunity to attempt to 
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therapeutically d.eal with their issue·s~ As we nave seen,. not 

dwelli.ng on negative issues was a popular strate·gy. Jean also 

discussed how sne used humour to deal. with her regrets and 

Gladys mentioned. how she accesses the supp-art of her fam_i_ly 

for this purpose. Elaine also explained that she avoided sad 

movies and the music she -and her husband once dancecl to in an 

attempt to prevent depression. It ·may have been educational 

or even the.rape.utic to piece together and articulate these 

coping strategies. This part of the discussions :may also have 

served as a way to inc-lude and describe unpleasan·t memories in 

a positive, af f .irmiJlg and ho.peful. ·way. 

Al 1 the participants, to some degree, also used the 

·reminisc.ence conversations to therapeutically deal with their 

regrets and losses. The .most widely reported therapeutic 

benefit of the conversations was that they gave the. 

partic-ipants the opportunity to openly· acknowledge their 

regrets and misfortunes and thereby gain a sense of integrity 

and e~power.ment. Don, for instance, clearly appreciated tne 

oppor·tunity to bring his regrets ''out into the light and have 

a look at them''. This acknowledgement left him asking 

hilnself, "What have yo:u been afraid of ?•1 J"ean also reported 

feeling a therapeutic sense of ~elief through expressing her 

feelings of. being abandoned by her father, resentment of the 

way sh~ was· treated by her step-mother and sadness at the loss 

of her husband. Jean stated that she. appreciated the 

opp_ortunity to discuss thes·e painful memories an"d "get it off 

my chest 11 because she disliked keeping them "bottled up" 

inside ner. Gladys also did not want to totally "avoid" 

th"inking about her lo.st son; in fact, she· "enjoyed'' 

rememb:ering him as long as she did not dwell on his death. 

Elaine a_lso seemed to find it .important to mention the things 
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she regretted· doing although her motives in doing so were at 

least partly to do with influencing her granddaughter's 

behaviour. Interestingly, all the participants valued the 

opportun-ity to ackn.owledge their unhappy memories even though 

most viewed their voicing o:f these .memories as being a social 

liability. 

Besides acknowledgi.ng his. regrets and losses, Don was 

als.o able to use his present late-life perspective to render 

them almost .insign.ifiaant... Webster and Young (1988) com.i,ient 

on a. ·process similar to Don 1 ·s when tl)ey maintain that ,. ''·Time 

provides a n.ew oo:nstr:uct system in which one may relive and 

rethink past behaviours from a different vantage point'' (p .• 

3.19). Don's late-life perspective seemed to act as a new 

cont.ext revealing the vast majority of his life and the 

inevitable appr.oach of .death. From this· perspective, regrets, 

:fears and losses that were devastating at one time now seem 

all but insignificant. 

Of the four grandparent pa-rtic.ipants only Don appeared to 

g·o beyond acknowledging his re·grets to a process similar to 

Butler's definition of 'life rev.law' . A.s ~e will recall, 

Butler described lite review as an evaluative .proce.ss 

involving a "progressive return to consciousness of past 

experiences, and, particularly, the resurgence of unresolved 

conf licts 11 (Butler, 1963) . Don's treatment of the .issue 

concerning his unsatisfactor¥ relationship with h.is :roother is 

a conflict that fits. well into Butler 1 s model, as does his 

efforts to use the re-miniscenc.e conversations to achieve a 

sense of reconciliation and resoluti,on to this cantlict.: rt 

does seem plausible to expla·tn Don's ne·ed to resolve this 

issue as .a developmental concern brought on, at leas·t in part, 

PY ·a need to. put his 1 ife in order bef or~ his death. Den 
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frequently spoke of the death of. his fxiends and loved ones 

and (although less often) about the approach uf bis own death. 

At the end of our conversations he made the following 

statement: 

I th-ink I ended the talk the other night saying 
that I didn't think I was now afraid ·of death. The 
fact that I made that remark is indicative that I 
gained something from these conversations. 

Of note is the tact that Don appeared to have been attempting 

to resolve the issue con.cern,ing his mother for some time. The 

reminiscence discussions were a helpful pa·rt of an already 

established, and per.haps developmental, process in which he 

was able to thoroughly and publicly praise his mother in a way 

he never d-id wbi le she was alive. As he explained, 11 there i .s 

satisfaction too, in. at lea.st I realize now the values my· 

mother had'' . Don's narrative then, appeared to contain all 

the elements of Butler's life review- indicating that such an 

complex psychological process is possible within the social 

context of this study. 

It should not be surprising that only one of the four 

partioipants showed clear signs of engaging in a life-review. 

Lieberman and Tobin ( 1983) argue persuasively that it is 

unrealistic to assWDe that most human beings have· the 

necessary inner skills and supportive context to achieve a 

thorough and com;;cientious life review. Instead, these 

researcher·s argue, that most reminiscers use their memory 

selectively to create "mythical images'~ tha.t produce a picture 

of the self that is aco~ptable to the reminiscer and thosa 

around them. The clear emphasis, by a 11 four participants, on 

positive descriptions of them.selves and their lives as well as 

their minimizing treatment of negative life events seems to 

support Lieberman and Tobin's conclusions. It may be~ 
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ho-wever, that so:me individuals use reminiscence to create 

acceptable images of themselves and their lives whil.e at the 

same time acknowledging and perhaps even working to resolve 

the regrets and conflict~ in their lives that are too 

important to ignore. In othgr word.s, the myth making and the 

conflict r ·esolution processes may not be mutually exa,lusive. 
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PART TWO 

The In,.portanee of the: Social context To ·the Participants' 

Experience of the Reminiscence con~ersationa 

So far I have d.iscussed some of the intrapsychic and 

social factors: that appear.ed to influence how the participants 

shaped and mana9ed their self narratives. It is difficult to 

precisely separate the social from the pers·onal aspects of the 

participants' experiences sin•ce the entire activ'ity took place 

in a social context with influences liJcely too complex and 

subtle to be compietely appreciated. One thing that should 

now be clear, however, is that the .refle.x:i ve proc_ess• of 

telli'ng one.' s own life story is a.n imprecise and intE,irpr:eti v~ 

endeavour. Bruner (1987) a·rgued that, "this very instability 

makes life stories hig.l;lly susc~ptible to cultural 1 

i;lte.rpersonal and 1 inguis_tic influences" (p. 14·) • This notion 

directly relates to one of the p_rimary go.als of this study 

which 'is to gain some understand.ing of how the pres·ence of .a 

grandchil,d can effec.t. a participant's experience .of 

reminiscing and constructing a self-narrative. I have 

discussed some social explanations for why the participa.nts 

emphasised positive memories and s :ome of the social 

conseque'nc.es of this focus. I have also mentioned some of the. 

social e>tplanations for why negative memories were de­

emphasised. This inf.ormat_ion suggests that the social context 

generally promotes the telling of positive stories and the 

minimiz·ation of negative ones. This, in turn,. h·e.Iped to make 

the .exp.erience a positive, validating and in some cases 

empowering expe.rienc.e for the participants. 

With the primary role of the social context in this 

study it is important to closely expiore the structure in 
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which the conversations were hel.d . and 1.n which the .socia.l 

context was a part. The following brief discussion on the 

structure of the remin.iscence conversa·tions then, w i 11 focus 

as much on methodology as on the meaning of the participants' 

reminisceoce experiences. 

The Structure of the Reminiscence Conversations 

The positi Ve orientation of the sel·f narratives has been 

described as an important explanation for why the pa·rtic-ipan.ts 

enjoyed and reported feeling validated by the reminisceo.ce 

conversations. The. participants indica·ted that the presence 

of their gran·dchild helped m.otivate them to empha.size their 

positive life stories. Other aspects· of the social context of 

the reminiscence conversations, directly related to the 

stru..cture of the activity,. may als.o help to explain the 

positive reactions to the reminiscence activity. 

One 1ikely reason why all the participants reported 

enjoying their reminiscence conversat.ions relates to the way 

the structure Qf the task and soc.ial context of the activity 

accentuated and valued one of the great strengths of the aged 

- th~ir vast store of life experi~nce. The grandparents, in 

the structure of this inquiry, were cl~arly given the 

opportunity to be the Key player in the social activity (for 

it is their st.ory that is to .be to·l.d) •with the grandchild and 

researcher secondary recipients of the ,inf·orrnation. This 

structure defines the grandparent's weal th of stories and 

memories as a social asset and gives them the opportunity to 

.express and ·exercise tbis .strength with a grandchild. of their 

choosing. The expression of 9randpar.enting roles that took 

pl.ace within this structure was signif iaant and will be 
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desoribed in detail later. 

Also of note, is the fact that the grandparent 

p·artioipants were asked to discuss their lives by a 

representative of a socially well respected institution. This 

may· have enhanced the activity for the p.articipants by 

.recognizin•g and validating the worth of the stories that ma):ce. 

up their lives~ 

Elaine seamed to most clearly apprecia.te the way the 

conversations valued her past experiences and memories. She 

proudly mentioned to her granddaughter how "people 0f (her] 

generation" have access to experiences that are unique and 

educationally valuable. She a:ls.o enjoyed indicating· that she 

had been pres.e.nt when several important 11 firstsn occurred in 

social history. Gladys a_lso appeared proud of her ability to 

describe the changes and development of Victo~ia. It is as if 

a degree of prestige accompanied her having 'been there' when 

the oi ty was so different. The s.ocial prestige .offered 

t .brough the s .tructure of the reminiscence: conversations then, 

appeared to be experienced by the p.articipants as ·both 

en'joyable and ·validating. 

With their grandchild present, the parti'cipants were also 

in a position to in-t.eract with an individual ·whom they all 

viewed as a friend and a loved family m~mber. Their close 

relatio-nships were supported by the structure of the activity 

in that the grandparent was able to chose the grandchild with 

whom they wished to reminisce. This choice was oerta inly 

important to Elaine who rel.ate'd how er i ti cal it was that her 

grandchil_d was able to understand. and appreciate her more 

emotional memories, a task she did not .be).ieve other 

grandchildren would h_ave peen abie to do. Gladys also 

indicated that she. appreciated, tb,e opportunity to choose 
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enjoyable pers·on to have 

Gladys appeared free to 
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"an absolute dear" and "the ·roost 

around". In tllis chosen con.te~ 

-re-tell classic stories -which 

~onf irmed the gr·a:ndparent-grandchild relationship and the 

cl·ose nature of their: family in general. Al though the 

s·tructure of the reminiscence activity 'diO!tated the biological 

relationship be·tween the reminiscers -and their partners, the 

grandparents' ability to chose the.Lr g_randohild companion ma.de 

them agents in how their experience of the reminiscence 

conversations woµld be influenced by the social context. As 

Gergen (19.80) explained, "the .ip.d,i.vidUal botl). shap.e·s and is 

shaped by their social conte'Xt" (p. 41). Hence the 

partic-ipants' choice of car.ing and unders·tanding grandchildren 

a.lmost certainly· had a positive influen.ce on the self 

narratives that were co-constructed. 

The.re is ·reason to believe then, 'that the structure of 

the reminiscenc~ oonversations helped make the reminiscence 

activity enjoyable anq socially validating for tl)e 

participants.. This structure mad.e the r.erniniscers the central 

figure, ·valued tneir past experiences, prov.i_ded ins ti tutio·nal 

vali.dation, and lncluded the presence of a c-hose·n grandchild 

·partner. This supportive context ·then, provided t~~ 

participants with every opportunity to enjoy the process of 

.constru.cting and tel ling their- self narratives. From t.he 

f .eedback receiye.d from the grandparent participants, it 

appears they took full advanta,g_e of this opportunity. 

The Grandcbildrs Role in the Conversations 

Even with the structure of the reminiscenoe 

conversations facilit.ating their enjoyment, the participants 



131 

found their grandchi ld rs experience of the activity to be very 

important. concern over the gra.ndch_ild' s experience wa_s 

particularly acute for Je.an. Throughout our ·conversations 

Jean ind-icated that she was often concerned about wha.t others 

thought of her and feared that her life story wa.s fairly 

boring and. mi.ght be du.11 for Nicole to hear. To .a lesser 

extent , Jean's concern about how her gr ano.ch i l d_ e.):{per i enced 

the conversations was shared by the other participants. Don, 

we have seen, was interested in choosing his langu_age in a way 

th.at Alex found to be entertaining and educational. 

Siml larl.y, ElaiJie~ even tho·ugh she claims. to be "beyona1•· 

oaring what others think, clearly mentioned that she did not 

want to make L.isa unhappy w"ith her stories. Although Gladys 

did not directly mention concern about Michele's experience of 

·the activity r she did wonder what ~kids today 1' might think of 

her life. In this case it is likely that the women (and 

·perhaps most of the family)_ are so close and their 

re:l_ationships so secure that Miche·1e ' .s enjoyment was taken for 

granted. Taken as a whole, the participants considered thei.r 

granchild's experience of the activity to be very important 

and this concern •significantly influenced the nature o.f. the 

conversations. 

With the grandchild's exper ienoe of the remini•scenc·e 

activity being a prominent concern, the participants often 

shaped their interactions in ways that might promote their 

grandchild's involvement and thu_s inorea·s~ their level of 

interest and enjoyment . In several instances these strategies 

to involve their grandch.ildren also served to address more 

personal intrapsychic concerns. Jeah appeared to try to 

engage Ni cole in. the reminiscence activity by drawing h ·er into 

a more interactl.ve role i n their conversations. Often she 



132 

fHic.t _uated the temporal focus of her speech in such a way as 

to inv _ te :tficole to participate as a repr.esentati ve of a 

younger .generation. Jean also laced he_r narrative with wit 

arrd saroasm and put a humorous spin on the sad stories that 

she th.inks t•nobody wants to hear'' ·~ In most cases these 

narrative techniques served to elicit laughter and commentary 

from Nico·le. Don also encquraged Alex to actively participate 

by speaking in an enterta{ning manner and quizzing his 

grandson on the identity 0£ his re'lati ves with old photos. 

Jean also quizzed Michele with phot·ographs and elicited 

responses f ·rom her by asking her to conf inn her statements 

about herself and the .natµre of their family.. Gla_dys' r-e­

tel ling of we.11 known family stories was probably a.lso .l?'artly 

motivated by a desire to engage and receive a confirming 

reaction from Michele. 

In other instances the participants seemed to draw their 

grandchild into t .he conversations for per·sonal reasons. In a 

few· cases· Jean switched the· focus o.f her narrative from past 

to present, not only to engage Nicole but also in an effort to 

come to grips with the cnange~ associated with the passage of 

time. Jean •, as we have seen, also gained a great deal of 

personal satisf.aotion from perceiving Nicole-' s interest in her 

stories and part of Nicole 1 s int~rest was likely expressed 

th:r:ough her participation in the interactions facilitated by 

Jean I s frequent returns to the present, her humour and her 

positive narrative focus~. Sirnilar·ly, t'he confirmations Gladys 

received from Michele also ~einforced her personal beliefs 

about herse.l f and their f aroily. Several of the participants 

then, appea-red to shape their conversati.ens to {ncrease the 

1-ikelihood that their grandchild would participate and find 

the activity intere.st.ing and enj oyable. In some instances the 
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particip.ant 1 s ef·forts to engage their grandchild in dialogu.e 

served the du.al purpose of promoting their grandchild's 

i nterest and satisfying per·sonal. needs for s .e•lf and family 

confirmation_ 

While Jeanr Gladys and Don actively shaped parts of their 

self narratives to engage and elicit interaction with their 

grandchildren, Elaine never· had to make an effort in• this 

regard . Her self na:rrati ve w-as highly interacti·v.e throughout 

and this level of exchange appeared ·to exert a strong 

intluence on the nature of the reminiscence activity. 

Elaine's narrative generally followed a chronological course 

until sh.e touched on issues of strong mutual interest at which 

time Lisa increased her J.·evel of' interactiont serving to focus 

the dialogue. This focused and hi•ghly interactive dialogue 

p:r:ec.ipi tated ·a change in Elaine's na,rrati ve style from 

primarily descriptive to more exploratory and interpretive. 

l'hese factor·s also slowed the nar-rative dpwn and may have 

prevented Ela{ne from even menti:oning s01ne of the ev-ents· she 

later identified as being tbe most significant in her life . 

Lisa.' s in_terest and hj.gh participation in the. dialogue 

seemed to enable her to gain some control over the content of 

Elaine's narrative. Lisa exercised this control when she took 

the conversation to a mor:e intimate and personal level by 

asking Elaine how she first met Jack, Elainer s deceased 

husband. This. was a que.stion which may have prompted Elaine 

to discuss an issue that she would not have otherwise explored 

and may not have been ready to confront. 

The interactive natur·e of Elaine's self narrative seems 

to support Wallace's ( 1992) view o·f i.ltalk of the past'' as 

being a ''social activity, gr::owing out of and shaped by 

narrative challenges posed in the cours·e of interaction" 
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{p. 121). W'allace claims that the el.derly do not of-ten re­

spond wel1 to re.qu.ests for broad, all-encompa·ssing accounts of 

their lives. II;l.Stead~ they are mor.e re.ceptive to. specific 

inquiries into aspects of their past lives. It is difficult 

to say whether the specification resulting from Lisa'a 

inquires made the reminiscence pz::ocess easier or more 

sa. isfying for Elaine. Their interaction did appear t o b e 

very natural and- similar to the conversations one might expect 

them to have in any other setting. Of importanc e, however , is 

the possibility, gleaned from their conversations, that a high 

level of interaction from the grandchild may lessen the a mount 

of. control the. gr-an.dparent has ov.er the content and direction 

of their narratives. This lost con·trol rn·ay, in turn, leave 

the reminiscer more vulnerable t o disturbi.ng issues which they 

may not .be ready to encou·nter or equipped to deal with. 

All the participants' experiences of the reminisce;nce 

conversations then, were influenced by their verbal 

interact-ions with their granchild. Be·cause it was important 

for each grandparent that their grandchild enjoy the 

conversations, some participants shaped their narratives to 

actively involve their grandchi.ld. This involvement was 

sorn_etim.e.s used by the grandparent as support and personal 

conf irxnation. A high level of inter·active dialogue was shown 

to potentially lead to a. situatio-n in whicl). the graJ}dparent 

loses primary contr0.l over the content and ·pace of the 

conversation leaving them vulnerable to a unwanted 

confrontation with unresolved issues . 

co-construction of a.elf Narratives 

Clearly, the preseno.e and participation of the 
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g:randchi ldren influenced the grandparents' exp.erience of the 

reminiscence conver·sations. In this sense, the grandchildren 

co-construoted the self-narratives described by their 

grandparents. The active dlalogue between Elaine and Lisa 

provid_ed the most explicit e><:am.ple of the co-con·struction 

process which seemed to take place in the formation o·f all the 

participants' li.f e stories. Lisa's degree of oontrol and 

authorship over parts of tbe: n_ar·r-ative was reflected by her· 

apparent attempts to co-construct new versions of he~ 

grandlnother' s stories of the past. In thes·e instances Lisa 

offered, and even negotiated for, differ.ent interpretations of 

El.aine' s experiences in s.chool. These exch·ang~s correspond to 

Tarman's (1988) perspective on life r~view, .a process which 

she believes "ca.n be seen as a . form. of negotiation, the 

ne9otiation of one's lifetime'' (p. 187) . This negotiati0n 

process, Tar.man argued, can be an intrapersonal or 

interpersonal proces.s aimed at self-acceptance and so·cial 

approval.. Interestingly, Lis.a, ·as a caring family member, 

worked to reconstruct s.ome o.f Elaine's. memories in a wa.y that 

sh.ifted responsibility to.r negative events away from her 

grandmother indicating b.e.r interest -in help"ing Ela.ine 

construct. an aco·eptable life story. 

Another clear example of how tlJ_e process of co'­

construction .can lead to significant reconstruction of one,, s 

life story to.ok place in the conversation between Jean and 

Nicole. Jean, we· have seen, was concerned that the stories of 

her life were boring· but when she perceived Nicole to be 

11 e.njoying" the process "and taking it all in", she felt 

"flattered" and •rencouraged" , an.d decided that the events in 

her lif·e were not O du'l l" after aLl. In a sense then, N'icole I s 

enjoyment of the remin•iscenc.e c onversation ·helped Jean to 



136 

change her interpr~tation of her life stories from ·potentially 

dull ·and boring to entertaining and interesting. Jean's 

experienoe corresponds to Polkinghorne' s conception of the 

self. 

The concept of self is not the dis.covery· or release 
of sbme innate r1 1 ; it is a const ruction built on 
othe·r peoples responses and atti bldes toward:s a 
person and is subj"ect to change as these responses 
change in their character (p~ 150). 

In a sens.e then, the s .e .lf is always a co-construction. By 

s.imply being with their grandparents during their reminiscence 

process he gr.andchi ld:ren influenced the life .stories t:oid and 

the way they were .in.terpreted. Certainly in Jean anq Nic•ole' s 

and Elaine and Lisa~s conversations the grandchildren helped 

ta author a positive version of their grandparent's lives. 

Gladys had a si:m.:t.lar change of perspective. She 

reconstructed her c"hildhood and changed her perception of the 

pe•riod f-rom a number of ''rough gro.win.g .up years•• to having had 

a "very happy childhood when yo.u start looking back". 

Al though the grandchild's influence is less clea.r in this 

cas·e, to the ext.e-nt th.at Gladys' strong emphasis on positive 

.memories (which seemed to lead to the reconstruction) was due 

t.o Michele's prese:nc_e, her affirming reinterpretation of her 

childhood was influenced by her grandchild's presence. 

These rec.on st-ructions, in Jean and Elaine's narratives 

particularly, were bor.n from the nature of their interactions. 

Ger.gen (1985) stated that, "knowledge is not something people 

posses but som·ething they do." ( p . 1 O) , Similarly Lax ( l.991) 

argued that, ''the interaction itself is where th.e new 

narrative of one's life emerges" which is not the teller's. 

s .tory or the listener's but ••a co- construction of· the two" (p . 

7 3) . From this perspe·cti ve the r ·econstruct ions· mentioned were 
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just prominent examples of a co-constru.ct-ion process tha.t is. 

the basis for the self-narratiyes told by all ·the 

participants. It is important to mention, however, that the 

grandparent participants were active agents in both the c.o­

construction of their stories and, with the choice of 

grandchildr.en, the formation of the social cont.ext that co·­

authored their n:arrative·s . Thus the choice of loving., oaring 

grandchildren helped ens.ure that the co-constructed self 

narrat.ives would be reinforcing and empowering s ·tories. 

Th& Va1ued El:der 

As family representatives, the influence each grandchild 

had on their grandparent's experience of the r .eminiscence 

conversations was partly contingent on· the unique and complex 

relation.ship between the participant and their broader f:amily 

system - to say not~ing of the wider cultural expectations 

that shape this system. At certain ti.mes during each set of 

intervlews th~ fact that the listener was a grandchild fanµly 

member became ·of prominent importan_ce and influenced the 

nature of the ccinversation. The s igniJ ica:nce of Michele's 

role as a family member to Gladys was evident throughout our 

taU~s and was r.eflected in the wel 1 known stories Gladys chose 

to tell ~swell as the way she asked Michele for oonfirmations 

concerning the caring and cohesive nature o·f their f ami.ly. 

Similarly~ Ela·ine found it important to leave Li sa with. a 

mental '-'picture;'' of her great grandparents and Don 1 s ::;tori es 

were partly motivated by a desire to help his 1'chi,ldren' s 

·children••. Ki vnick· ( 19.88) suggests that the process of 

rev1.ewing one's life a:n:d expressing grandparentin9 roles are 

·compl.imentary activities. She cites· research which indicates 
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that the. expression .of grandparent roles facllitated by the 

life review process •110ay be viewed as contributing to 

psych,osocial well-being'' (p •. 63). Although each gra·ndparent 

/grandchi1d interaction in this study was as unique as. the 

respective families, there were some c.ommon family oriented 

roles taken by the grandparents~ 

Jean-Paul Sartre onoe wrote that, 

Man lives surrounded by his own stories ana those 
of other people, he sees everything that happens to 
llim iJ) terms .of these stories a:nd he tries to 1.i ve 
his life as if he w.ere re;ebtmting it. 

This quot.e suggests that the story of someone rs life must fit 

in with a 11.c.ommunity o.f life stories" (Bruner, 1987. p. 2i) 

provided by their immediate .and ~reater. social context. Each 

family has a set of stories that define the nature of the 

relationships encompassed by that .fami 1~ . Gladys' family 

classics, for instance, were stories that, like mor-t:ar, he'lped 

to reinforce and hold the f .arnily structure in place _. Family 

stories are constructed through a dialogical interchange 

between the family members and the social .culture in wh_ich 

Starr ( 1~83) argued t .haJ 1 "socially structured 

status sequences.it such as. grandparenthood, have no II inherent 

se}f-e.Vident nieaning" (p. 161). Instead, they are creations 

.of the stories tol¢i by people in a particula.r cultural 

context. Similarly, Polkinghorne (1988) arg.ue·s that "cultures 

provia•e sp~cific. types of plo'ts fot· adoption by its member~ in 

their configuration of self·'' (p. 153) ~ Grandp~renthood is 

clearly a storied role that is considered valuable and 

meaningful in the Western cu.,ltUre e'mbraced by these 

participants. 

l<ivirtic'k (1982) describes s .everal d imens.ions of 
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grandparenthood that apply to the experience of her 

par1.:.icipants in their shared cu1 tural context. One of the 

dimensions that ap_pears to be pa,i;ticularly relevant to the 

part.icipants of this study is that of ''The Valued Elder". 

Part of this dimensio_n of grandparenthood is the feeling· of 

being responsible for t~e teaching of family, cultural and 

social history.~ For Ki-vinick, the gral').dparen.ts are the 

''grandchildren's connection to history" a r o le that includes 

linking the fami1y's yo.un9e·st generation with the older 

generations no longer represented among the living (p. 71). 

The cultural stories that help define the role of 

grandpa1renthood seem to. include the role of story teller w.hos!= 

function it is to prese-rve t_he very star ies that define a 

family and the ctllture in which it is couched. 

Each of the participants fulfilled this storyteller 

dim•ension in ·their. owi1 way. Jean seemed to take the role of 

a va_lued elder in that she found it impor-tant to genera1ize 

her narrative to include the life stories of her deceased 

husband. and father not to ment i_on .her proud accounts of her 

S_o.ottish ancestors. Bes ides. richly describiJJ-g his father, Oon 

used his photographs to te·acb and test Alex on the identity of 

other (living and deceased) family m~mbers. He also stated 

that a grea:t deal of his stories were designed to be helpful 

an·_ct could be classified under the educationa·l heading of° ''Let 

me show you••. In one· such sto·ry Don described to Alex the· 

intricate skills of cutting· stone which his own father had 

once taught him. Don stated that "its ·different haying a 

grandchild there and the difference is um, an inherent desire 

to convey things in a helpful way". similarly, Gladys took 

pleasure in describing her new found relatives in England to 

Michele and hoped that they would o.ne day meet. her 
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granddaugb~er. Elaine also found it important to leave Lisa 

with a mental plcture .of ner great grandparents, something 

tb.at would not been important to do, she stated, with a 

contemporary. This portray.al was part of Elaine's effort to 

provide a sense of f.aroily a.nd ·social continuity for her 

grandchild. An effort that included a detailed exploration 

and discussion of the development of social and cultural 

history. 

A great deal of the culturally and socially educatio'nal 

stories that reflect the valued elder dimension of 

9randparenthood are e):{amples of what Watt a.nd Wong (1991) 

described as ''tr·ansmissive reminiscence". These researchers 

cla.imed that ''it is not reminiscence per se tha.t yields 

adaptive benefi ts1 b.ut rather· types of reminis.c::ence''. Their 

definition of transmissive remi niscence includes description·s 

of h-istorical events, cuJ.tu:ral heritage and one's own values, 

'indicating congruenc.e with Kivinic.k's v.alued elder dimension 

of grandparenthood.. W.att and Wong also argued tha:t 

transmissive reminiscence is one of the two types of 

:r-em"iniscence v.'.hicb their research shows to be adaptive. 

A's a culturally co.nstructed d.imension of granparenthood 

the valued elder role is lik!=lY a satisfying and reinforcing 

identity to take on for a grandparent. Wallace (1992) states 

that, ''BY fulf·illing cultur·a1 expectations a:nd facilitating 

interaction with persons of different ages, self-esteem may b.e 

e_nhanced" (p. 1·2 4) . H.olzberg ( l-984) a1s·o described the 

pleasure the seniors s he studied took in "perf.orming the role 

of cultural custodian" (p. 269) .. Indeed as Don stated, ''if 

out ·of that I can fi;nd the le.ast shred or particle that could 

be of use to my kids or my kid's kids then it ~~s to ~ive me 

.satisfaction". The reminiscence conversations then, see.med to 



facilitate the expression of oultur~lly defi,ned grandparent 

roles . t h~ expression of these roles may be another .Lmpo_rtant 

part of why th~ participants found the activity to be an 

enjoyable _one. 

Summary 

It is now appropriate. to focus this "inquiry on a brief 

desc.ription of how this group of partic ipants. generally 

experienced their reminiscence conversations in the presence 

of myself and the•ir grandohi ldren. Al 1 the· participants 

described their experie.noe as being enjoyable, which can be 

attributed to seve.ral factors. First, there was a clear 

positive bias in the content and stile of the self-narratives. 

This was generally due to the i;>'ersonal pleasure that was. 

reported to c.ome from recal1i-ng and telling positively 

oriented stories and the social belief that their grandchild 

would ·no.t want to hear painful memories. Unhappy life· events 

we.re consequ_e_ntly de-emphasised al though important losses and 

regrets were acknowledged by all pa_rt_ic:ipants . While most 

found the oppo·rtuni t-y ·to acknowledge these events empowering 

and comfort.ing, only one participant actively used the_ 

convers_ations to hel_p r ·esol ve troub.l in.g issues concerning his 

regrets in a way similar to Butler's 'life review' . The. 

structure of the c ·onversa:tions was designed to vali_date the 

participant's life stories by making the g_randparents and 

their -memories the central focus of the scicial acti vi t.y and 

enabling them to choose their grandchild p-~tner. The 

structures apparent success in• supporting a validating and 

perhaps empowering soci.al context may partly explain why the 

experience was a pleasurak>le one f or the participants. 



142 

In general then, the participants found the. conversations 

enjoyable, validating and to some artent therapeutic. Of 

primary conce·rn to this study, however, is tb.e question o'.( the 

effect of the grandchild on the way the conversations were 

experienced ♦ The accounts given by the grandparent::; certainly 

seem to inpicate that the grandchildren promoted an emphasis 

on positive stories and a de-emphasis .of negative ones . The 

participants also shaped the conversations in such a way as to 

e ngage and interest their grandohildr.en as well as use their 

g_randchildr.en to satisfy personal issue·s. To "varying degrees, 

the grandchildren also revealed their roles as co-authors of 

their grandparents narratives. rn the.se instances , the ca.ring 

na:ture of the chosen 1 isteners b~lped to reconstruct some 

narratives in_ a positive direction. Fihally, the 

grandchildren also enabled the participants to express the 

culturally defined grandparent r ·ole of the 'value-d elder ' . A 

role in which the participants enjoyed teaching and 

reinforcing c .ultural and family history and values. The 

promotion of positive stories, the positive reconstructions of 

tbe past and the expression of meaningful grandparent roles 

then, :are a 1 aspects of the participants' experience which 

were strongly influenced by their g_randchi"ldren' s presence. 

While these influences were supportive and perhaps even 

therapeutic( an important word of caution is needed. As we 

have seen, during one set of highly _interactive conversations 

the particip.ant relinquished a significant a..mount of control 

over her narrative to her gra-i:i:ochild. This cou.ld have 

prevented her from discus·sing important life events arid may 

have 1·ead her to confront ¢iis_turbing issues she -was not 

prepared to qeal with. A risk then I inherent in this 

dialogical process, is that the grandchild's ihter:ests and 
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curlosity· ma-y steer the conversations away from the stories 

the reminisoer wants to tell and the stories that are most 

likely to be. safe and beneficial to her. 

Finally, this inquiry found tna·t the compe.ting 

conceptions of reminiscence therapy as being either primarily 

a soci.al process or ·primarily an intrapsychic process may be 

too simplistic. Tarman' s (1988) arguments on autobiographica.l 

r .eminiscence seem to reflect som.e of the findings of this 

inquiry. 

Reminiscence is functional or adaptive when it 
boosts the individual's status in a social 
interaction; it is pleasant when memories and the 
cq_nsequent interaction are favourable; and it is a 
pro.cess which occurs more intensely for some, those 
who are faced with an awa.reness of their oncoming 
death and are thus faced wi t .h the ta.sk of 
legitim.ating their bie.graphy to themselves an.d 
ot"hers. This calls for the purposeful selection of 
consistent, coherent and socially acceptable or 
desira..bl·e. mem-or ies (p . 185) . 

Here Tarman describes the developmentalist conception of 

reminiscence as a means to bu.i ld a life story with meaning and 

integrity in preparation for one's death. However, she also 

emphasises the notion. that. this process i"s couched in• a social 

interaction which centres on the ne·eq_ for i-:1.~:mti ty m:ai.ntaining 

or strengthening stories that are socially pleasing and 

~mpowering. In th.is study· a rich and culturally meaningful 

social context was proyided for autol:!iographical remi-niscence 

which, as we have seen, influenced the content and style of 

the narratives as well as the way the activity was experienced 

by the grandparent-. This cont.ext did not, however, prevent 

the participants from us.ing the. conversat1.0ns to grapple with 

personal and developmental issues. Don's use of tbe 

conversations to h!=lp resolve a deep conflict, quite probably. 
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made urgent by the relative proximity of death, appears to fit 

well into. Butler's and Erickson's developmental models. The 

participants also looked after their personal -needs in other 

ways even when., as in the case of acknowledging ;regrets .and 

mistakes 1 the behaviour was viewed as being a soc.ia 1 

liability. Perhaps, as Tarman stated; the social and 

psychological processes of reminiscence are "two sicies of the 

same coin'' (p. ia 5) . Constructing a self-narrative with a 

grandchild then, may promote the creation of a positive.ly 

oriented narrative and the positive reconstruction of memories 

as we-11 as allow f"pr the expression of satisfying granci;parent 

roles. But the activity does not prevent the participant from 

u:s_ing the conversations in a developmental quest for integrity 

in the last stages of 1.ife. While the posit,i ve o·r ientation 

promoted by the grandchild's presence may run counter: to tbe 

frank evaluative life review· process. many people may be better 

s.e.rved acknowledging their mistakes and reconstrudting their 

stories with a positive bias instead of spending their last 

years grappling with the intraIJ.Sigent and deep-seated issues 

that lay at the heart of the life review process . 

.Impl:ications For Counsell.ors 

The following comments ar.e important considerations for 

helping professionals who have read this research and intend 

to use a fqrm of rem1niscence therapy in their practice. 

1. The varying circurns·tances of each huma·n being's life 

-me.ans that: ·people become· increasingly diverse ~s they age. By 

the time they are old the differences between people ar-e 

maximized (Co1eman, 1986) . Therefore,. the categories and 
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themes I have presented are in no way· fixed, exclusive or· 

universal. At different times in their live·s people express 

dif.ferent and even contradictory character is tics. These 

categories and thentes described then, should be seen as 

dynamic in that they are representative of a particular 

individuals in a certain context at a spe.eific time . Because 

Blaine is stil.l working through a . grieving process, for 

instance, she may be less suitable for this form of therapy 

now than she wiil be When she has come to terms with her loss. 

Other individuals may even find this form of remi n iscence 

ther,apy to help them through tl;leir grief. 

2. S·i:rnple generalizations about tl).e value .0£ reminiscence 

are naive and pointless. Each ·person needs to be considered 

in a s .pecia.l way. Whether reminis.c::ence i •s a pos_i ti ve or a 

negative factor in an individua'ls life; whether they can .be 

helped with ·reminiscen ce. that disturbs them or causes them 

pain; and whether reminis.cence should be avoided or 

stimulated, are all questions that should be raised before .a 

rem i niscen·ce intervention is started. 

3. lt is important to understand that, as WebstE=.r and 

Young (1988) point out, "The review of the past is not a past 

event, rather it is a present event" (p. 321 ) . It is a 

reconstruction of. the ·pas.t. in terms of the participant's 

current belief a:nd construct systems. 

•· These researchers also note the importance for 

counsellors to appreciate the therapeutic possibilities of 

reviewing one's life.. Both counsel ling and reminiscence 

therapy involve the client's need to attain mean.i.,ng and 

purpo_se through the recall and discussion of past events'' 
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Many o f the beneficial outcomes of counsel ling 

then, may be attained through the use of reminiscence therapy. 

S. l'he social context in wh.ich reminiscence therapy takes 

place will have a bearing on the form and function of the 

experience for the client. •Therefor·e, du_e considerat.1on of 

the social context is important. It would seem that a 

s:upportive and empathi.c family member, chose.n by the 

participant, may increase the likeliho-od that the reminiscer 

constructs a positive, affirming a~d reinforcing life story. 

This social oontext does not, however, prevent the reminiscer 

from attempting to resoJ ve past regrets. in order to .gain a 

sense of integrity at the conclusion of thei.r lives. 

·6. Al though I have periodically refer:ted to the 

r ·erniniscence activity which took p·lace .fn this inqui,ry as 

11 reminiscenc·e tberapy''° the term remi:niscenoe conversations is 

a more accurate description. Therapy generally refers to 

healing and curative pot<Jer and these qualities could not be 

well explored with healthy well-adjusted participants like 

those in this study. The reminiscence activity presented here 

is best seen as .a growth p:r;-oinoting exercise with therapeutic 

effects and not a c-linical therapy in itse.lf. Although the 

positively oriented self narratives did not make the 

exploration of deep unresolved issues impossible, ·the ideal 

context for such clinical ende~vors may not include a 

gra.ndchild whose presence may hinder the frank· exploration .of 

p.ast regrets. 

Implications For Further .Research. 

The f ollowirtg is a list of research ideas. generated by 
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some of the findings of this inqutry. 

1 . 'I'he :p-a.rtic.ipants in this inqulry clearly indicated 

that the fact that their grandchild w.as pre.sent { and not a 

contempo:rar:y for instance) influenced the content and .. style of 

the stories they told. This finding suggests tbat 

rem.i.niscence conversations in different soo.ial contexts will 

tend to elicite different experiences. More research needs to 

be done to explore the exper.ience of reminisaihg in di.fferent 

social contexts so that one day different clients can be 

:matched to the type of .reminiscence therapy that best suits 

their needs . 

2. As an individual still engaged in a grieying process., 

Elaine experienced a resurfacing and focusing of her gr ie'f and 

sense of loss after each reminisc·enc.e conyers·ation. Rese.arch 

needs to be d:one to explore th.e relationship between grief and 

reminiscence since grief due: to loss is. a common and very 

important issue in the aged population. rt may be interesting 

and u-sefHl to ask if individuals experience reminiscence 

therapy (as it is demonstrated in th.is study, in different 

ways a·t different stages of grief. 

3. Because all the participants in this study werE::? 

Caucasians from European decent, researc.h is clearTy needed to 

discover what similarities a·nd differences· exist i,n the way 

different cultural and ethnic groups experience reminiscence. 

• ~ Research is also needed to explore the longer term 

.effects of remini.scence therapies like the conversations in 

this inquiry. These participa_hts enjoyed. the conversations 

and some even seemed to positively char;i.ge the way they thought 
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and felt about parts of their lives. Further research needs 

to asses how significant and. long lasting changes like these 

can be .. 

5. In Don.' s ca.se, life reviet-1 was clearly evident i_n 

other activities besides the r ·e:work.ing of memories·. I ·t seemed 

that our conversatlons were an opportunity for him to fully 

express and confront a classic life revi_ew .conflict he had 

been working to resolve for some time. Further research coul·d 

investigate reminiscence therapy as one of several different 

activities which aid i .n the resolution of past conflicts .. 
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APPE1'IDIX (A) 

Letter of I-nfo:rmed Consent 

You ar.e invited to participate in a res.e.arch study ·which 

is designed to explore and describe the exper l ence of 

rem.i .niscence therapy· in the presence of a gra.ndchild. When 

completed, this research will fill the requirements of my 

masters thesis from the department of Psychological 

Foundations in Education at the University of Vi.ctoria., B.C . 

The r .eminiscence therapy will consist of me ( tlJe 

resear.cher) a sking you to convey to your grandchild the 

i mportant mem.o:r:ie•s that make up the story of your 1-ife . There 

wi ll be two r .eminisc~nce interviews w,i th you., your gra:ndch·11d 

and mys·elf present, and one interview in which you will 

describe your experience of ·the life review to me alon~ . 

There w.ill be a brief s-econd interview so that I c·an check 

with you and ensure that 

represented your experience . 

audiotaped but not videotaped . 

I correctly understood and 

Al 1 the interviews wil 1 be 

There are no ant~cipated risks involved in your 

participation and the only inconvenience will be· the time used 

to help me with my research. ?1:'t hop.a is that. you will gain 

tnsights on yourself and perhaps your grandchild and this may 

be rewarding and validat i ng for you. 

Your decision to participate is c.omple.tely voluntary ~ .If 

you do decide to participate you can withdraw at any time 

wi-thout expianation. You can also turn the tape recorder off 

at any time and/ o.r refuse to answer any questions . Your 

decislon to participate or not to participa.te wi 11 have no 

e'ffeot on your standing v1ith myself or the University of 

Victoria. 

All the information you share with me will ·be kept 

stric.tly confidential . A code wor.d, not your name, wil l be 

used to identify your audiotapes and all transcriptions. The 
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list of names, and corresponding code words, will be kept in 

a locked desk drawer and wi 11 be destroyed a ·fter the research 

is c omplete . The information on your audiotape will only be 

shared with my research supervisor (Dr. Peavy) an4 two other 

th~sis committee members. When my research is completed the 

audiotapes will be erased and the t:ranscr ipts destroyed unless 

you, as a participant, show a desire to )<eep your own 

information. 

If you h:ave any g~estions now or -at any time during or 

after the research is complete please cot1tact me. 

reached at this address: 

E:elly S. Reid 

950 Falmouth RD- V8X 2A2 

Victoria, B.C, Canada. 

Telephone# (604) 380-0245 

I can be 

---------------------------- .--------·------------------------

Your signature on· this form indic.ates that you have read and 

understood the i ·nformation provided above and h~ve decided to 

participate. You may, at any time, withdraw fro_rn this study 

after signin•g this form and al 1 informati on concerning you 

will be destroyed and erased. 

Sig.nature: ----------------------------- Date: -----------­
Researcher.: -----------------------------------
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Christmase:s she had as a child, Gladys adnti tted that II I've had 

a very happy childhood :really, when rou start thinking ba·ck 

and reminisce, I've had a very happy childhood". Clearly, 

Gladys had "rough" and "happy" tirnes as a child put through 

the course of remembering and discussing the- positive events 

of her childh:0od .she s~Eam;s to h.a:ve changed ner over a 11 

eval·uation of this period in a positive direction. 

The Importance of ~icheLe's Presence 

One v·ery imp·ortant aspect o·t · Gladys' s experience· of 

"enjoy· ng" the reminiscence activity concerns the powerfui 

l9ye ~he has. for Michele an.d the simple de,li.gbt, she fe·e,1.s 

being in ·her granddaughter"s company. Gladys believes Michele 

i _s 11 a won4er.ful girl ... an absolute dear'' and "It was just 

enjoyable having her here because she is just such an 

enjoyable person to have aro:u:rid". The frequent laught~r and 

the good humoured teasing that took place between the two 

women also underlined their warm relationship and the pleasure 

they both felt be:in.g in each other I s company. 

It is difficult, hqw~ver, to .clearly ·separ~te this close 

personal relationship from the intimate nature of the fa1nily 

a:s a whole. For G,iadys.,- Mitihele is both a plea.s :ant in.di vid~al 

and a grandch-il.d in a profoundly important family system. 

Throughout the remini.scenc.e conversations Gladys asXed x-richele 

to confirm various assertions she made and tb_rough the:se 

co-nfirmations Michele's role as a f .riend and family member 

wet.e revealed. In one instance Gladys seemed to need the 

reassurance of a c -lose friend. when she said to Mi·chele that 

she has not "let her disability get 'her down, ''Have I, 

Michele?" 'I'.he.n, i .n other situation·s Gladys seemed to need the 
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.confirmation of a close family member. One such inst.ance too)( 

place. whe,n Gla.dys wanted to empha.sis how important Christmas 

has been to the f.arnily and said, 11-It sti11 is, isn't it 

Michele"? Si.milarl-y, Gladys wanted t.o describe how cohesive 

the fami.ly is by stating "we have all stuck together really 

well, haven't we Michele"? Michele's role as a family member 

was also highl igh_ted througnou.t the conver.sations by a var lety 

of exchanges. These included a discussion over the inherited 

aversion. to certain school subjects over th:ree generations a.nd 

detailed descriptions of family photos in which obscure family 

members were identi·f ied and described. By simply being there 

a.s a friend and J.oved family member Michele seemed to 

positively influence Gladys' experience . nuring appropriate 

periods of the conversation each of these roles was emphasised 

by Gladys to elic.:tt supportive confirmations concerning 

personal and famil-y issues. 

Validation Through Tradition 

One distingu.ishing feature ·of these reminiscence 

conversations. was that a tn.aj or i ty of ·the seemingly important 

and enjpyab1e memori_es Gladys told were of events that she 

to·ok part in on a regular predictable basis. These routine 

experiences seemed t:0 give her life order anp mea_ning and were 

described by G.ladys with some of the pride and reverence often 

reserved for time honoured customs. And like customs, Gladys 

took pa.rt in these regular· activities with the particular 

social group that seem·ea to have been the mo-st important- to 

her at the· time ~ 

Gladys seemed to J;l"articularly enjoy de·scribing the 

regular family excursions to Elk Lake and Qualicum Beach that 
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she used to take as a .child. The entire ~xtanded family would 

go to the same field by Elk Lake, "every Sunday and every 

Sunday there was no one else the.re". The. regularity of these 

visits to the same location left Gladys a;nd her family feeling 

a sense of ownership over the field on which the family 

picnicked . As Gladys said, "that was our spot. We ·figured it 

was". Giadys~ also made annual trips to Qualicum Beach with 

her extended family.. During these regular excursions. there 

was a bonfire lit every eyening and Gladys even seemed to take 

pleasur:e in des·cribing how their .M.odel T Ford never failed to 

over-heat on route t .o the beach. These .Qualicum Beach 

memories seemed to be of particular "importance because it is 

in the context o:f these regular and enjoyable outings that sh.e 

remembers the important individuals 1n her extended family. 

As Gladys ~tates, 

Really those were the happiest years of my life­
when we all went back th.ere together. Because now 
I don ' t have any o f my aunts left at all and my 
grandparents are ·dead and my mom and dad are dead 
so those are yery important. I have many, ma.ny 
happy memories . 

The regular Elk Lake and Qualicurn Beach trips seem to create 

an idylliG childhood image for Gladys of regutar, personal and 

social harmony. Through reminiscence she was able to revisit 

this pl.ace where all the people Who were most i111portant to her 

as a child were present and happy to be togethe.r . 

. As is often the cas·e, Gladys reached an age in whicb. she 

needed important social contacts outside her family and she 

acquired these relationships by going dancing on a regular 

ba s .is. On t hree different oe.casions she mentioned that she, 

•just lived for dancing". -She,, "never missed a -Wedne.sday, a 

Friday or a Saturday night dance", 11 it was ( her J ~l:lo.l .e life 
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. really 11 • G:ladys w.as well known and respected in these dance 

clubs and the foxmation of lier identity as a young adult was 

l i kely greatly influenced by these outings . 

After Gladys met Cep ( her ·tuture husband) 1 who does n.ot 

dan ce, she never went to another dance again. The dancing 

seems to have b~en ·replaced by other rituals that Gladys took 

part in as a member of a couple. Her 11 big thin1;1•~ became going 

to a. movi.e with cec '"every Saturday nightn and then they would 

go , " to the same restaurant and order: the same mushroom 

o_melette" . For Gladys, "whatever ome1ette" 

"never tastes the same as that. one did'' . 

they have now 

This is likely 

because her memory of that particular dish is intertwined with 

her fo·nd recol,lectians of their regular d·ating routine. 

Presently, Gladys· and Cec h.ave been going regularly to 

Fr·ench Cr-eek and they· have been doing this for so long that if 

tb.ey don't "turn up there people ask, Where. are they"? Just as 

Gladys was taken on her family's weekly and am,ual trips to 

Elk Lake and Qualicum Be~ch, these traditional trips almost 

always include their ch.i-ldren and grandchildren who now have 

their own recreationat vehicles and will almost. certainly 

carry on to.is tradition long after Gladys and Cec have p·assed 

away. 

All through Gladys' dev elopment then, she has taken 

part in regular s .ocial events which, like traditions such as 

Christmas or Easter, helped to define who she was socially and 

personally.. These traditions ·were obvious· fa-cal points during 

our rerninisaence conversations and Gl~dys seeJI1ed able to re­

experience the significance and meaning of these rich memories 

-by remembering and descr i bing them. 

While many of the stories Gladys chose to tell focused on 

important regularly repeated events, her acts of telling some 
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in themselves. .Gladys made it clear th.at Michele, 11 knew all 

the poin.ts•• or main events in her life and therefore· the 

content of their conversations contained very little new 

information. Yet .Gladys was "sure [.Michele ]_ was enjoying what 

was being sa idn. A gre:at deal of the enjoyment experien ced by 

both wo.men 1 · kely came from the simpl_e act of rete l l.i n9 

stories that oould. be considered 'family classics'. This may 

~ave been a similar enjoyment to the pleasure she described 

experiencing whlle taking part in the traditional events that 

punctuated her life. Tn this. case however, it. was the act of 

telling these family classics that constituted the enjoyable 

tradition. As Gladys explains, "There may have been a couple 

of things I said in front of .her that sl:;le didn't know about, 

but just going through the· meniories with her being there was 

really enjoyable'!. 

These ·often told stori.es included description·s of how 

Gladys first met Cec because she ~on a coin toss with another 

worna.:n and haw ·the R.C . M . . P. steppe¢.! an airc_raft Gladys and cec 

were abo~d because Cec had left his wallet at the a.irport . 

There were other ·stories that Gladys' farni ly "often make a 

joke out of" and "will never let her forget'' but the one the 

two women seemed to enjoy the most described Gladys leaping 

out of a car, despite her disability, because the vehicle in 

front of them wa.s on fire. This was a story Mi.chel·e and her 

mother (Gladys' ¢.iaugh.ter) had ''often talked aboutJ• but Gl adys 

i.otas clearly pleas·ect that Miehe.le still found this story 

"hilarious.11 • lt was also important for Gladys that, alth_ough 

Michele. 11 was just a kid" when it happened, "she still 

remembers"~ The joy for Gladys in tel ling these stories ·was 

not in the hope that they were unknown to Micnele , but 
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conversely, becaus~ ·they were well know to -her. The enjoyment 

seemed to come from the process of retelling the loved stories 

and seeing the joyful recognition which donfir:med their 

relationship and, in a broader sense, the closeness and 

cohesion of their enti.re .family. 

coming Roma 

As much of this inquiry has lndic:a-teci, it would be 

difficult to overestimate the importance of family and 

tiadi tion in Gladys' life. Another, seemingly we·aningf:ul part 

of our conversations took place when Gladys reminisced about 

travelling back to England with Cec, where tbey were. reunited 

with their homeland and reconnected with _previously unknown 

family m~mbers. The .powerful effect .of ·returning to Engla.nd 

for the first tim.e since she was an infant seemed to startle 

Gladys. 

I thought, oh my God., I 1 m standing on English soil 
at last. It was just absolutely un·b.elievable to be 
back th.ere were 1 was born. lt just absolutely 
thrilled me right through. 

Although Gladys had no family left in England, they 'did 

estab.lish re_latiohships with severa). members of Cecs' family 

who acknowledged and warmly welcomed th.em a,s family members. 

Gladys also visited the grave of Cecs' father which seemed to 

have ·a signi.f icant impact up.on her because she was able to 

memorize and repeat the l .engthy· phrase written ·on his 

headstone. Gladys.r decision to discuss in detail her journey 

t.o reconnect with her ·ances·tral home and people may be related 

to her love of tradition, especially when it relate·s . to the 

family. Gladys als.o appeared to want Michele to know about 

these family· members and said that she ' 1found it very 
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enjoy ab1 e II describing II the relations II with her gr aridda ugh ter •· 

Moreover, slie would like Michele to one day 11 see some of these 

relations who would know she was an off-spring" of Cec arid 

he:rsel·f •. It appeared to be personally satisfying fo~ Gladys 

to discuss this tr.ip and this enjoyment was likely due to the 

way the trip re.connected her to her personal an_d ancestral 

past. She also seemed. to find the story to be socially 

rewarding to tell because their discovery of the English 

branqh of t,heir fam.i ly is. also significa.nt for Miqhele whose 

family base was also broad.ened by the event. 

Dea.ling With Misfortune 

qladys ;ha~ not esc::aped. the severf= physical and s .ocial 

l osses that are often a part of the accumulated experienoes of 

the aged. The: two roost diff icul 't losses she ha.s had to enclure 

are the loss o·f her three year old son in an automobile 

accident and the loss of a great cfeal of hex mobility and. 

indeI)endence due t ·o ~evere arthritis. G)..adys did .not hesitate 

to discuss these losses .1n an op·en and detailed manner 

suggesting that she has been quite successful in dealin~ with 

her misfo:rtune?.. O.ur rem..in'i~ce·noe convers~tio:ns seemed to 

invite Gladys t o articulate how these losses o.ccurred and the 

·social help and personal strategies s .he used, and uses, to 

successf.Ul)._y c~p~ witll t .hf=m. 

When Gladys' son, Wayne, was hit and killed by an 

·automobile in front of their home she had a mental breakclown 

severe enough that her doctor recmm:nended that she be 

hospitalized. for an extended period of time. It is not 

surprising th.at it was th~ ~trength of ~lady$~ love of her 

family that she was able to access and use to overcome her 




