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Introduction
On August 2, 2008, the National Institute on Aging (NIA) Division of Behavioral and Social Research (BSR) convened a discussion of research, data, and training needs in the area of sociology research relevant to the NIA. The gathering was timed to coincide with the 103rd annual meeting of the American Sociological Association in Boston. This document summarizes points made during the presentations and discussion. There was no attempt to define a consensus. The agenda is included as appendix I.

The meeting was chaired by John Haaga, Deputy Director, BSR, and attended by demographers and sociologists to discuss developments in the discipline that might be useful to research on aging (see appendix II for list of participants). In advance of the meeting, participants were provided brief memoranda prepared by Andrew Cherlin on new directions in the sociology of aging and the family, and by Suzanne Bianchi on potential contributions from sociology to NIA’s portfolio of research. In introductory remarks, Haaga described the opportune timing to consider research directions in sociology. BSR is currently undergoing its quadrennial review by the National Advisory Council on Aging (NACA) and is therefore soliciting a wide range of input that will be used to shape future priorities. Georgeanne Patmios briefly reviewed BSR’s research portfolio in the area of sociology of aging, with holdings ranging from qualitative, ethnographic and smaller community studies, to large nationally-representative, population-based survey data collection efforts. Both data collection and secondary analysis grants are supported. Sociological research is underway in several of the NIA-funded Centers for Demography and Economics of Aging, in the Resource Centers for Minority Aging Research (RCMAR), and in the Roybal Centers for translational research.  Sociological research training is also supported through several NIA-funded institutional training grants.
A growing fraction of BSR’s portfolio is interdisciplinary and boundaries are becoming increasingly blurred. In some situations, greater input by sociologists could be very helpful, for example including social network concepts in the design of large surveys or Internet studies. Funded projects can be classified under several headings, including: 
· Health and disability over the lifecourse, or studies that take a life-course approach; 
· Chronic disease and disability trajectories; 
· Socioeconomic and racial/ethnic disparities in health and well being;

· Social networks/social relationships and health at older ages; 
· Community context, neighborhoods, and health – a large new program project (Christakis) investigates the role of social networks and neighborhoods on health behaviors and outcomes, and the effect of physician networks on patient care; 
· Longevity;
· Family and caregiving; 
· Role of family context and family culture, within-family differences.
Haaga solicited input on career development awards for social scientists, including nominations of younger scholars whom BSR staff could contact and encourage to apply for research grants. He claimed that BSR has seen some spectacular examples of social scientists using career development awards in the past to establish themselves as independent investigators or to broaden or shift the scope of their work mid-career. In recent years, there have been fewer (though still high-quality) career development awards to social scientists. BSR staff members are interested in hearing about barriers to entry or features of these awards that make them less attractive to scholars working in social science departments, and in doing a better job publicizing their availability and guiding applicants.
Suggested Areas for Research Focus

Baby boomers set to retire 5-10 years from now face a very different future compared to their parents. Tomorrow’s retirees have fewer children than their parents had, and the last few decades have seen an enormous amount of change in divorce and remarriage, non-marital childbearing, strong social class differences in patterns of family life that seem to be intensifying (what demographers refer to as the “demographic divide”), and the rise of “multiple partner fertility” particularly among the less educated. Cherlin described how these trends give rise to complex and ambiguous family and kinship networks – a phenomenon whose effects on children have been studied far more than their effects on older adults. We can no longer assume that typical American families have stable nuclear structures, which raises a host of methodological and conceptual questions since most data collection is based on sampling frames that take the household as the basic unit, not the family. 
The basic problem is that not only through divorce and remarriage, but also childbearing and cohabitation, the typical person is becoming related to more and more people, to whom he or she owes less and less. Obligations are not well defined and certainly not institutionalized. Except for some very strong bonds, such as the mother-child bond, it is increasingly the case that kinship and obligations depend more on one’s actions, and not on one’s position in a genealogical chart. This raises a number of interesting questions: Is there on balance an erosion or augmentation of support as a result of remarriage and divorce, and multiple partner fertility? Will modest contributions (e.g., parental caregiving) from numerous kin equal a larger contribution from fewer kin? How will complex family ties affect the relationships between grandparents and their grandchildren? How will diffuse ties to the many potential grandparents be experienced by older adults and their biological- and step-grandchildren? Will the potential for conflict and ambivalence in intergenerational relations increase because of past histories of divorces, perceived abandonment, custody disputes, and the like? Or will relationships in these cases lose emotional intensity and fade to indifference and irregular contact? These questions are difficult to study – it takes time to ask about a large network in surveys. Extensions of theoretical models may be needed in order to define the problem sensibly. 

Bianchi highlighted a number of potential contributions from sociology to NIA’s portfolio of research, including multi-paradigmatic social science theoretical perspectives, appreciation for the life course perspective, interest in family networks and social norms, and the breadth of methodological approaches. The arsenal of methodological approaches in the field of sociology includes strong survey research and qualitative research traditions, as well as use of experimental and time diary approaches in the study of behavior.

Frey provided an overview of migration and the geography of aging, and ideas about implications of migration trends for the health and well-being of the elderly. The last decade has seen tremendous growth in the elderly population, with the population aged 55-64 alone growing by 49 percent nationally. The places where the elderly are growing rapidly are also where numbers of young people are growing. The fastest growing states have greater proportions well-educated and socioeconomically advantaged, compared to slower growing states. Frey showed trend data and projections for the differential growth in the older population due to age-selective migration patterns and the aging-in-place of Baby Boomer cohorts who moved during their working years. Metropolitan areas, states, and counties differ greatly both in the expected rate of growth of their elderly populations, and also in the sources of growth. 

Meeting participants identified a number of promising avenues for future research in sociology of aging:

Intergenerational Family Ties

Collect more descriptive information about intergenerational family ties that go beyond household-based descriptions, in order to capture some of the dynamics inherent in the shifting family landscape. We now have a whole generation of women more attached to the labor force – what do these trends mean for the family? Does fertility decline translate into stronger ties with grandparents? There are a number of sampling frames to consider in research design, including cohort studies (e.g., the Wisconsin Longitudinal Study [WLS]), panel studies that keep “split off” family members in the Panel (e.g., the Panel Study of Income Dynamics), kinship panels (e.g., as in the Netherlands), and gender in generations design. It may be interesting to examine differences in kinship networks of all respondents in the original PSID household. As changes in the National Longitudinal Study of Youth sibship rosters show, kinship maps are not static; people can move in and out of favor within the same family over time. The role of fictive kin also needs to be considered. Kathleen McGarry has proposed that children of the aging cohorts of the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) be sampled in order to collect data about two generations in the final years of the elderly subject.

With the baby boom generation on the cusp of retirement, life expectancies on the rise, and the nation’s cultural makeup in flux, the United States is faced with social and policy issues related to financial gerontology encompassing aspects of family decision making, especially based on special and ethnically diverse populations. Qualitative research is needed on behavioral economics issues dealing with gift giving, bequests, and inheritance.

Revisit projections on kinship resources for the elderly. Over a decade ago, Kenneth Wachter concluded that though weaker than biological ties, step-ties may nonetheless be “critical in raising the probability of at least one compatible member with whom one can choose to maintain contact and rely on.”
 

Study social arrangements as the dependent variable. The studies funded by the BSR have typically treated social arrangements as predictive variables and context for other outcomes, particularly health outcomes – not as dependent variables in their own right. To the extent that sociologists have been in the business of studying families and households, most of the best work in sociology of the family has really been about counting, measuring, and documenting sociological relationships. But sociologists also need to understand the causal processes that give rise to the existence or nonexistence of stable kin relations. This is really hard to do, but the long view needs to focus on not biological facts but people’s actions over many years.

Support cross-disciplinary integration or translation of theoretical perspectives on intergenerational family ties. This is hard work, with significant parallels within the theoretical traditions of sociological social psychology, with its focus on emotions, particularly in repeated exchanges, and economics, with its emphasis on altruism or (expected) reciprocity as the basis for intergenerational exchanges. Attention to emotions could potentially dovetail with new work on cognition and hormonal biological processes.

Caregiving

Give equal time to changes in demand for care. Changes in the health of the elderly population will be manifested in the changing nature of health care demanded. The context of caregiving needs has changed, including institutional arrangements, with greater individual decision making about later years. There have been major changes in technology that affect what it means to be a caregiver. Hauser’s group is studying families engaged in high-tech home care, which is increasingly prevalent as hospitals discharge patients to the care of their family in the home. Families serve as mediating entities between formal health care systems and older patients. Family members interact with doctors, decide on whether to proceed with surgery, make other medical decisions, and navigate Medicare and Social Security benefits. Access to information and decision-making is critical. 

Work and Civic Engagement

Study changes with age in paid work and civic engagement.  Retirement can no longer be equated with a final exit from the workforce, and older workers are increasingly seeking ‘encores’ beyond their career jobs, continuing with paid work, civic and volunteer engagements and connections with others as they age through the conventional retirement years. How do patterns of work and civic engagement change as people age? What can time use studies tell us about time spent in paid jobs and unpaid volunteer work by different age groups and by other social markers, such as gender? Are there identifiable patterns in how older people spend their time each week, and what factors predict different time use patterning? What is the relationship between paid work, civic engagement, and health and well-being among older workers and younger retirees in their 50s, 60s, and early 70s? .How do older workers navigate intergenerational issues at work, e.g., younger bosses working with older charges; people going back to work (encore jobs), as well as in civic engagement ‘jobs’? 
Develop interventions to facilitate transitions around work and pursuit of meaningful engagement, paid and unpaid. This line of interdisciplinary study by a network of scholars would pursue innovations at the corporate or community level to facilitate work and civic engagement and transitions. The long-term goal would be a randomized field experiment of workplace or community interventions that promote health and well-being. It would require consideration of the macro/policy level, occupational policies and practices, and the organization of civic engagement, and formal as well as informal care provision. Moen has found that a woman caring for a spouse is more apt to retire, whereas a man is more likely to hire someone to take care of his wife. Most older workers want to continue some employment, but want greater flexibility and fewer hours. And yet people who want to work less are not finding a way to do it.  One study found that those not-yet-retired ages 50-72 wishing to reduce their hours are more likely to leave the workforce within 2 years (based on a 6-year study) because they see only two options: continue in their career jobs (often long hours) or retire completely. Others who are laid off or encouraged to take early retirement find themselves blindsided by early retirement, often years before they expect this transition. Are older individuals effectively forced into involuntary retirement? How well are people situated for retirement? Those who do work part time may not find the work as meaningful but also see it as less stressful (e.g. bagging groceries, washing cars), while others find volunteer opportunities lacking or else lack the knowledge of how to “volunteer.” A study of sociology of networks at work should ideally begin before retirement, perhaps at age 45, to document the dynamics leading up to retirement.  

Migration, Location, Spatial Distribution

Study migration and spatial distribution. The new American Community Survey (ACS) could be very relevant for understanding where elderly reside, and their spatial distribution and redistribution in light of its annual availability. Because the 2010 decennial census will not include a “long form” of social and economic attributes for individuals and households, the ACS will be the primary source of detailed geographic information on the demography of seniors. Of great interest is understanding what compels or enables people to move, the distribution of family caregiving networks, and the impact of migration and aging in place on the segregation,  growth and differential growth of seniors in geographic areas, e.g. suburbs, send-off areas, inner cities.
Study location issues. The ACS and the Current Population Survey ask questions about journey to work. It might be helpful to ask also about journey to medical care for older people which could vary by person in the same community. Another location issue has to do with availability of public transportation, which is an extremely important issue to measure. When older people transition to “independent” living, they often enter too late as it takes some time for people to overcome the inertia of leaving the location where they have aged in place. This is a difficult but researchable issue.
Research Design and Methods
Address important methodological challenges. BSR should invest in studies of response error, both quantitative and qualitative. It is especially important to examine inter-population comparisons. For example, education attainment processes during high school differ markedly between blacks and whites, but the differences disappear if one controls for the ability to respond accurately to survey questions. 
The quality of relationships affects response rates and the ability of the survey administrators to contact respondents, so that response errors are correlated with many of the important variables included in models. Better methods are needed to distinguish adoptive, step-children, and different relationships among adult children. Both measurement and analytic methods for handling family relationships need further development. 

Careful thought also must be given to complementarities (e.g. between disabled elderly couples, caregivers) to understand how people deal with infirmities.
It is critical to understand what it means to “age in place,” in the context of the community. In looking at how people modify their home, we can account for size of the home, and other physical variables, but it is not clear if attachment to place is literally to the home or to a community.

Encourage mixed-method approaches. Survey research has been a mainstay for sociological research. Cross-sectional data have been instrumental for broad descriptions, but limited for causal analyses. Strong qualitative research traditions, ethnography, participant observation, and laboratory measurements should be considered for application in a population-representative way to permit greater generalizability (cf. Greg Duncan’t presidential address to the Population Association of America). Mixed method approaches have been used well, for example, in the Three-Cities Study and Fragile Families, and could be put to good use in the study of aging. Initial concerns about respondent burden to embedded studies in the WLS and in the MIDUS study, involving highly intensive biomedical measurements turned out to be unfounded, as were worries about interviews with Vietnam veterans. Are these experiences generalizable? 
An alternative possibility is to sample a subset of the survey population for intense questioning, but not tamper with the main survey sample. This could achieve the goal of learning something about external validity without “contamination” or excessive respondent burden for the larger study. Innovative use of embedded psychophysiology in international studies (Andrew Steptoe and Daniel Kahneman), extensive psychological pathology and cognitive tests proposed for administration to a selected subset of the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) sample (Laura Carstensen), and “virtual” experimental manipulations with computer imaging (Michael Lovaglia), have shown promising results. Similar approaches might be considered for topics like discrimination using visual cues or vignettes. 
Continue to support time use studies. NIA has made progress in going beyond the broad descriptions about time use provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, by supporting the addition of a time diary for about 400 adults in the PSID as part of a larger program project. It helps to collect information on time use from more than one person/household, although there are concomitant challenges in analyzing discordant responses, and discerning when two respondents are not reporting on the same time point. The periodicity of events is key. Time use questions are better for repeated events, less appropriate for episodic and variable events. Time use studies are very good for studying how older people negotiate day-to-day activities.  

Support simulation studies. In agent-based modeling, the analyst invents a society or a population, preferably grounded in some empirical data. Models dictate a set of plausible behavioral rules for the “agents” to make choices, e.g. where to live, whether to get married, whether to get divorced, who to move in with when old or disabled, and then tries to predict or explain aggregate patterns of living arrangements or marital status, etc. There currently are few good sociological applications of this approach, even though such simulation studies can be very helpful for understanding processes that cannot be directly observed in survey, time-use, or ethnographic studies. 

Promote the value of Internet studies. NIH review panels seem to discount some applications proposing Internet-based research. One way to help communicate to NIH reviewers that Internet-based research is valuable, and not a “fad,” is to issue an RFA on effects of Internet use on older people, and the influence of older people on the Internet. Careful thought must be given to who uses the internet (although socioeconomic circumstances play a major role, cognition does as well). The Internet may be an extension of the brain, or the brain may be the obstacle to Internet use.
Collect comparative data, including from other countries, to understand larger, historical context of change, and cultural differences. The research portfolio of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation reveals their very broad view of what health policy is, but a very narrow view of their mission as focused on health policy only in the United States. A look at their portfolio might point to opportunities for comparative research given NIA’s investment in international data collection. As an example, sociologists could contribute an understanding of social dynamics, stress, social integration and cohesion, that may explain in part differences in health between the US and the UK that is not attributable to different health systems. One approach may be to use vignettes.
Data Access

Improve access to data that facilitates sociological research on aging. Develop clean, well-documented, harmonized, versions of the child data in the HRS that is comparable to the great work that RAND has done on health and financially related variables. BSR was strongly urged to work to get such a dataset into the public domain. Advocacy for sociological research has not been as intense on the HRS team as for some of the other areas such as economics of aging. BSR should address the long-standing barriers to research using HRS data on the family.
Greater access to census data, including easier access to data enclaves, should be pursued. The Census Research Data Centers (RDCs) provide an important opportunity to link individual with small area (e.g.census tract) attributes with full samples of US Decennial Census and American Community Survey records, and facilitate research employing Current Population Survey data linked to Medicare and Medicaid (state level) administrative files. They allow analyses of attributes of older populations that are not available on public use products (Summary files and PUMS files) and permit detailed contextual analyses of neighborhood influences on individual an household outcomes within places metropolitan areas and states. Yet access requires funding for “seats” to use these facilities that are most readily accessible at about a dozen University based RDC centers. Further funding to provide access to these “seats” to both researchers at institutions with these Centers and those located in other, non-RDC institutions would greatly enhance research on the spatial demographic aspects of aging.
APPENDIX I

National Institute on Aging

Division of Behavioral and Social Research

Directions for Sociology Research Relevant to NIA
Harvard Medical School Department of Health Care Policy Conference Room 224E

180 Longwood Avenue ● Boston, MA
Saturday, August 2, 2008 ● 1:30 – 4:30 PM

Agenda


1:30 pm 
Welcome and Introductions 


John Haaga, chair

1:40 pm
Overview of NIA Behavioral and Social Research 



Georgeanne Patmios


Current research and training portfolios relevant to Sociology

    1:55 pm
Families 
Andrew Cherlin


Presentation and discussion of ideas from background memo 

    2:25 pm
Time use 
Suzanne Bianchi


Presentation and discussion of ideas from background memo 

    2:55 pm 
Break
    3:05 pm
Migration and Spatial distribution 
William Frey
    3:30 pm 
General Discussion 
Everyone
1. What topics, methods, data sources in Sociology are most promising and not well represented in the NIA portfolio?

Networks and social interactions; social stratification…?

2. What would attract talented sociologists at any career stage into work on aging issues? 


   4:30 pm 
Adjourn
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List of Meeting Participants
Emily Agree, Ph.D., Johns Hopkins University
Jacqueline Angel, Ph.D., University of Texas-Austin
Suzanne Bianchi, Ph.D., University of Maryland
Andrew Cherlin, Ph.D., Johns Hopkins University
William Frey, Ph.D., Brookings Institution
Robert Hauser, Ph.D., University of Wisconsin
Robert Mare, Ph.D., University of California, Los Angeles (by phone)
Phyllis Moen, Ph.D., University of Minnesota
NIA/BSR staff
John Haaga, Ph.D., Deputy Director
Georgeanne Patmios, M.A., Program Officer, Population and Social Processes Branch 
Sidney Stahl, Ph.D., Chief, Individual Processes Branch
Richard Suzman, Ph.D., Director (by phone)
Rose Maria Li, M.B.A., Ph.D., Project Manager (contractor)
� The findings and views reported in this document reflect opinions of the meeting participants and not necessarily those of the NIA, National Institutes of Health, or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 


� Kenneth W. Wachter. 1997. Kinship resources for the elderly. Philosophical Transactions: Biological Sciences, Vol. 352, No. 1363. Ageing: Science, Medicine, and Society (Dec. 29), pp. 1811-1817.
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