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Relationship Matters Podcast Number 05 
 

[Start of recorded material] 
 
Presenter: From the studios of Heriot-Watt University in Edinburgh, Scotland this 

is ‘Relationship Matters’. Hello, and welcome to ‘Relationship 
Matters,’ the podcast of the Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships.  I’m your host, Dr Bjarne Holmes. 

 
 Welcome to our fifth podcast.  Coming up today, we’ll speak with Dr 

Nickola Overall about how best to go about influencing our partners to 
change, what to do and what not to do.  Then, later, we’ll speak to Dr 
Susan Charles on why older people are happier than young people and 
what young people can learn from it. 

 
 But first, there’s a really exciting new web page out called 

scienceofrelationships.com that I’ve just got to tell you about.  The 
page has already had thirty thousand hits since its launch two months 
ago and if you haven’t seen it yet, you need to log on today – 
www.scienceofrelationships.com.   The page has the same general 
mission as our podcasts to bring you interesting and practically 
relevant knowledge about relationship research in a factually accurate 
way.  We applaud and support this endeavour and look forward to 
working hand in hand with the creators of the web page. 

 
 If you haven’t done so already, be sure to connect with our many 

dedicated listeners on Facebook.  Just search for ‘Journal of Social and 
Personal Relationships.’ You can send us email at 
jsprpodcast@gmail.com or follow us on Twitter, jsprpodcast.  You can 
also subscribe to the podcast on iTunes.  Search for SAGE podcasts. 

 
 We’ve all been there.  We love a person and want nothing more than to 

be there with them for a very long time.  However, there’s that thing 
that just simply annoys us, something about the relationship that we’re 
chronically unhappy with.  So what do we do?  My first guest today 
has spent many years intimately studying what works and what doesn’t 
work and joins us today with some practical advice based on a recently 
published paper. 

 
 Dr Nickola Overall is a senior lecturer in Psychology at the University 

of Auckland in New Zealand.  She was awarded an early career 
teaching excellence award in 2010 and in a moment, you’re going to 
hear exactly why.  The article we’ll talk about today is titled, 
‘Improving intimate relationships – targeting the partner versus 
changing the self,’ and it’s free to download for a limited period from 
the website of the Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 
courtesy of SAGE Publications.  Now this article was first authored by 
a student of Dr Overall, Shreena Hira.  Shreena suggested Dr Overall 
do the interview. 

 

http://www.scienceofrelationships.com/�
mailto:jsprpodcast@gmail.com�


Transcript Divas 
  www.transcriptdivas.co.uk 
 

 - 2 - 

Interviewer: Dr Overall, welcome to ‘Relationship Matters.’ 
 
Respondent: Thanks for inviting me. 
 
Interviewer: Well, we feel like you’ve done some really interesting work and we 

want you to just tell us a little bit about what you did and why you did 
it and how you did it. 

 
Respondent: Ok, so the paper that you asked me to talk about, what we were looking 

at is the different strategies that people use to try to improve their 
relationships.  So most couples continue to confront a variety of 
problems throughout their relationship that will be familiar to 
everybody – conflict over the amount and quality of time they spend 
together, disputes over household chores and finances, how to use 
money, jealousy of friends and attractive colleagues and even 
difficulties about how they communicate their relationship problems.   

 
 So what we’ve been really interested in is how do people go about 

trying to resolve those problems and whether the different strategies 
they use actually matter in terms of whether they’re successful or not.  
This specific paper or research study that I’m going to talk mostly 
about today, we were trying to look at whether trying to change the 
partner was less successful in terms of improving the relationship than 
trying to change the self, so let me give you an example. 

 
 Mary might wish to improve the intimacy in her relationship, for 

example, and she can try and change this in a number of ways.  She 
can try to change her own behaviour so she could try to forego time 
with her friends to do fun activities with her partner, John.  Usually, 
these kinds of attempts also involve trying to change the partner so 
Mary might try to persuade John to spend less time at work or she 
might try to get family to babysit the children so they have one night a 
week where they can spend some alone, romantic time together. 

 
 And our prior work has found that most often people are focusing on 

their partner when they’re trying to change something and if you think 
about the kinds of relationship problems that people have, really at the 
heart of conflict is wanting change in your partner’s attitudes or 
behaviours.  So when you want to increase intimacy in your 
relationship, you really want your partner to want to spend more time 
with you.  When you’re having conflict over domestic responsibilities, 
you’re wanting your partner to do more of their share or an equal share 
of the housework. 

 
 In our prior research, we’ve found that people really do want to change 

these types of aspects of their partner but they tend to be relatively 
ineffective at improving their relationship.  So when Mary tries to 
change John, John realises that Mary’s unhappy and this tends to 
reduce the way he feels about himself and his satisfaction with the 
relationship.  And Mary’s attempts to John can often be unsuccessful, 
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that is John doesn’t change and that increases the degree to which 
Mary is dissatisfied, so it creates this cycle of negativity. 

 
 So what we wanted to do in this study is we wanted to see maybe what 

would be an effective way to improve relationships then is really 
focusing on changing the aspects of yourself that contribute to 
relationship problems.  So going back to our example, Mary can create 
romantic time by asking family to babysit the children.  As I said 
before, she could reschedule her time away from friends and work to 
fit in those times she knows John’s going to be available or likes to 
relax.  Instead of trying to get John to go for romantic walks, she might 
try to engage in activities that she knows John likes, so she might try to 
learn the computer game he enjoys or learn golf that he enjoys. 

 
 And so we had 160 people from all kinds of ages and types of 

relationships report on the things that they wanted to change about 
their relationship and how they went about it.  They described the kind 
of strategies they used to try to improve aspects of their relationship.  
We asked them to talk about three things that they wanted to change 
about their relationship, and we really assessed what they were trying 
to do in terms of changing their partner and what they were trying to do 
in terms of changing themselves.  And then we tried to map that to the 
degree to which people were successful in improving their relationship 
and how satisfied couples were. 

 
 What we found was consistent with what we found before in terms of 

the costs of trying to change your romantic partner.  The more people 
reported they were trying to change aspects of their partner to improve 
the relationship, the more they engaged in more negative 
communication strategies about those problems, the more hostile they 
were and the less affection they expressed in the context of those 
problems.  And these kinds of hostile, negative strategies led them to 
be less successful in producing the actual change they wanted in their 
relationships.  And they experienced associated lower relationship 
satisfaction, so couples were less satisfied and were less able to 
improve their relationship by targeting their partner.  That’s consistent 
with a lot of other work. 

 
Interviewer: That’s a really fascinating finding.  Now we know from previous other 

work that people differ in their ability to acknowledge their own 
contribution to the negative sides of their relationship and that all of us 
are somewhat biased to see our own positive contributions, if you wish, 
to the relationship and downplay our own negative contributions.  I 
wonder a little bit about how that ability to see your own contribution 
to what’s going on and perhaps then see places where you can take 
responsibility and make changes in yourself as opposed to not seeing 
the contribution that you’re having to something that perhaps you’re 
not happy with and hence blaming the other partner.  I wonder how 
that plays into this? 
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Respondent: Right, that’s a good point.  There’s a lot of research that shows when 
people blame their partner more, they are more hostile and they’re less 
satisfied and it hinders problem resolution.  And we found that here as 
well.  People were rating their partner as being more responsible for 
the problems that they were experiencing than themselves.   

 
 We did find some individual differences in terms of the degree to 

which people were trying to change themselves to overcome 
relationship difficulties.  There are people who tend to focus more of 
their efforts on trying to maintain improved relationships and those 
people did tend to report greater self regulation efforts.  And when 
people did try to change themselves to improve their relationship, so 
when Mary did try to change on alternative activities that she knew 
John would enjoy, they did experience more success in improving the 
relationship.  So self regulation efforts or directing improvement 
efforts to the self does have positive effects. 

 
 The really interesting and key finding though was that these self 

regulation efforts, although they led to improvement in the 
relationship, they didn’t lead to increases in relationship satisfaction or 
they weren’t associated with relationship satisfaction.  And this is 
really because you can’t do anything on your own so if you want to 
change something about your relationship, yes, targeting your partner 
for change has costs but if you’re the only person that’s working 
towards improving the problem, then your relationship is not going to 
get better because improving the relationship really requires the co-
operation of the partner. 

 
 And other elements of our results also suggest that John’s efforts are 

key to Mary feeling better about her relationship, so the strongest 
predictor of relationship satisfaction was not the individual self 
regulation efforts but the partner’s self regulation efforts.  So the 
degree to which Mary sees that John is engaging in efforts to spend 
time with her and giving up working late on Thursday and Friday 
nights to spend some time with her, that seemed to be the key to 
maintaining people’s relationship satisfaction.  So when both partners 
identified aspects of themselves that contributed to the relationship 
problem and were trying to alter those problematic attitudes and 
behaviour, the couples were more successful and they were more 
satisfied.  So it really takes both partners and both partners making 
efforts. 

 
Interviewer: So what do we know now that we didn’t know before? 
 
Respondent: A lot of relationship therapy has focused on changing couples’ 

communication strategies, so this case of research has shown that when 
people communicate about relationship problems, they often do with 
hostility, negativity and criticism.  And the more these negative 
communication strategies are engaged, the less satisfied people become 
over time and the more likely they are to break up or divorce. 
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 And this is assumed to be because these kinds of negative 

communication strategies are ineffective at solving the problem.  So a 
lot of relationship therapies is focused on acceptance, like accepting 
each other’s faults and on self regulation, on identifying those aspects 
of yourself that are contribution to the relationship problem and 
focusing on changing those.  But this research and some of our other 
research in this program has shown that if you’re just focusing on self 
regulation and you’re just accepting your partner’s faults, then the 
relationship is actually unlikely to improve.  Instead, it requires both 
partners to be engaging in this process and sometimes that might mean 
that you do need to target your partner for change.   

 
 What we think and what our research suggests is that when you do 

target the partner for change, you really need to do so with care in 
terms of the kinds of communication strategies that you use. 

 
Interviewer: Ok, so I can see some of our listeners going, “Hmm, I’m a bit sceptical.  

I’ve tried to change my partner in the sense that I’ve focused on myself 
and I’ve tried to communicate them and my partner just will not listen 
to me.”  Do you have advice for them? 

 
Respondent: I do.  What we’ve been trying to do is really look at the kinds of 

communication strategies that predict change over time, change in the 
partner.  So, for example, in one study we had couples come into the 
lab and we asked them to discuss their relationship problems and we 
coded their behaviour in terms of common communication strategies 
that are evident in couples’ discussions about these types of 
relationship problems.  And then we followed these couples up over 
time specifically trying to track which communication strategies 
motivated the partner to change. 

 
 Now what we did is we looked at negative strategies and positive 

strategies but we also looked at direct strategies and indirect strategies, 
and I’ll give you some examples.  A negative strategy is obviously 
being critical and demanding and being hostile.  That would be an 
example of a negative direct strategy, so it’s very direct.  It’s 
communicating directly to the partner that, “This problem is serious.  
I’m really unhappy and you need to change.”  And obviously, it also 
elicits defensiveness in the partner and you might think that’s not a 
very successful strategy.   

 
 A positive indirect strategy, for example, would be downplaying the 

severity of the problem, showing a lot of affection, minimising the 
problem by saying, “Yes, I really do want to spend more time with you 
but I know that you’re really busy at work and so I’m trying really hard 
not to be upset about it.”  So it’s trying to soften the conflict but in 
trying to maintain connection with the partner, it’s not really conveying 
how important the problem is.  And what we find with that kind of 
positive indirect strategy that’s really associated with lay understanding 
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of what a good communication strategy would be like is it’s actually 
really ineffective at getting change.  And it’s ineffective at getting 
change because the partner doesn’t recognise that there is really 
something important to be changed. 

 
 Now the negative direct strategies, those hostile strategies that are 

actually bad for relationship satisfaction do tend to motivate the partner 
to change because they’re direct, they convey the seriousness of the 
problem.  I’m definitely not suggesting we should all just go out and 
start blaming and criticising our partners because they have costs.  The 
partner becomes unhappy because they’re the target of these negative 
strategies and it creates hostility in the relationship.  But you can 
combine direct strategies that convey the serious nature of the problem 
and motivate the partner to change with positivity.   

 
 So positive direct strategies would be being very open about what is 

required and what is needed to change while also balancing that with 
communication that conveys care and regard, that you regard the 
partner.  And these positive direct strategies involve reasoning, 
constructive problem solving, trying to generate solutions to the 
problem, trying to compromise, trying to really get the partner engaged 
in that problem solving.  And if we just return to the original study I 
was talking about, it’s really about you self regulating, doing the things 
that you can do to improve the problem, being vocal about what you’re 
doing and why and what you want changed and then trying to elicit the 
partner to also be doing these self regulation efforts or focusing on 
aspects of the problem that they can change. 

 
Interviewer: So let’s return to our hypothetical couple, Mary and John, for a second.  

Can you just give three scenarios or three examples of those three types 
of communicating between our hypothetical partners? 

 
Respondent: Right, ok.  Mary wants John to spend more time with her.  She could 

adopt a negative direct strategy and she could say, “You need to stop 
working such long hours and spend some time with me or else our 
relationship is going to go downhill and I’m going to leave you,” so 
that’s extreme negative direct. 

 
Interviewer: So that’s most likely going to produce negativity is what you’re saying, 

or defensive.  It certainly conveys the point but it brings out a lot of 
negative outcomes as well. 

 
Respondent: Yes, it does.  So the threat might motivate John to stop spending such 

long hours at work and spend time with Mary, but the other kinds of 
negative aspects that that arises in John isn’t likely to make their time 
together more enjoyable.  And so it has negative effects on the 
relationship also downstream.   

 
 Mary could use a positive indirect approach which is very soft and 

downplays conflict.  She might say to John, “You know, I really wish 
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that we spent more time together because I love you and I really want 
us to be able to spend special moments together but I also understand 
that you have to work.”  And so here, Mary’s conveying what she 
wants and she’s conveying what she wants by expressing love to John, 
“I love you and I want to spend time with you,” but she’s also given 
John an out by saying, “I also understand that you’ve got to do work.”  
And those kinds of expressions are really important when couples are 
resolving issues, they are but if that is all that’s there and there’s no 
other direct request for John to change, then all John hears is that Mary 
loves John and that Mary understands that he has to work.  And so 
even though that downplays conflict, that often means that John is 
unlikely to change his long working hours. 

 
 So a positive direct approach that Mary might take is she might sit 

down with John and say the same kinds of things, “I love you, I want 
to spend time with you.  I understand that you need to work but our 
relationship is really important too and I believe that couples need to 
spend time together to ensure that we keep developing and growing in 
the way we want and that we can achieve our goals.  So what I want to 
do is I really want to work out a plan of how you might able to fit your 
workload into more manageable hours so that we can spend more time 
together.”   

 
 And Mary might also ask, “What can I do to ensure that the time we 

have together works so that we have these more intimate times?”  Mary 
might suggest solutions, she might suggest, “Maybe we can just start 
off with you coming home early on Thursday nights and that can be 
our date night and we can cook together and watch a movie.  What 
kind of thing would you like to do on the weekend that might help us 
spend this quality time together?” 

 
 And so really, it’s about talking together about solutions, trying to get 

solutions from the partner and weighing up the pros and cons of those 
solutions.  So it’s really direct and engaged and it communicates to 
John that it’s really important that he changes and it’s a really 
important issue.  And it also conveys directly what he should do to 
change it. 

 
Interviewer: So now this positive direct strategy, has that been related in research to 

the overall longevity of a couple and perhaps also then their well-being 
across time? 

 
Respondent: In our research, we’ve shown that this kind of positive direct approach 

does motivate partner change.  So the kinds of things that you want to 
change about your partners do get changed over time, or they’re more 
likely to change over time.  And that change is associated with 
relationship satisfaction so for the people that want change in their 
relationships, when the partner is changing, that is the key to whether 
they remain satisfied in their relationship regardless of how much 
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effort they’re putting in to also improving the relationship.  So it’s 
really about the partner.   

 
 And we think this is because, and there’s research to support this, that 

when John makes an effort to change for Mary, that conveys something 
really important to Mary.  It not only improves the problem, it also 
conveys to Mary that John is committed and invested to their 
relationship, that he’s responsive to her needs and it’s likely to create a 
kind of reciprocal, mutual responsiveness so that both Mary and John 
are hooked into the needs and their desires in the relationship and 
they’re actively working to fulfil those for each other. 

 
Interviewer: So we’ve got some concrete examples for people’s lives.  I heard you 

mention a little bit about therapy as well earlier.  If you had advice for 
people that are working with couples therapeutically, what would your 
advice be? 

 
Respondent: The major advice I could give is to look at how these problems and the 

communication strategies that couples are using are affecting both 
partners because sometimes, therapies focus on behaviours that seem to 
be good because it maintains relationship satisfaction and intimacy but 
doesn’t really deal with the problem.  And a good example is that 
positive and direct approach of trying to increase acceptance and 
understanding without really motivating change.  And that’s because 
our research at least shows that it’s relatively ineffective at motivating 
change, even though it keeps feelings of regard and affection going.  It 
doesn’t improve the problem, and this tends to undermine the 
relationship satisfaction of the person who wants change.   

 
 Just like when you try to change yourself to improve the relationship 

and the partner doesn’t, when you’re engaging in these very loyal, 
positive, indirect behaviours you tend to become a little bit resentful 
that you’re doing all this effort to maintain the relationship and the 
partner’s not recognising it.  And they’re not recognising it because it’s 
relatively invisible, they’re not getting that there is a serious problem 
that needs to be changed. 

 
 And so to get at those effects, you really need to know what’s 

happening with both couples, so this positive indirect strategy from 
Mary is not predicting change in John and instead, reducing 
relationship satisfaction of Mary, even though at the time it’s reducing 
conflict and maintaining positivity.  So the trick appears to be 
balancing that positivity with motivating partner change and really 
getting both partners to self regulate.   

 
 So relationship therapy is successful and relationship therapy that 

focuses on getting people to change aspects of themselves is successful 
but it really requires both partners.  And it requires both partners 
engaging in efforts to improve aspects of their relationship and 
recognising their own issue, and that isn’t improving the relationship 



Transcript Divas 
  www.transcriptdivas.co.uk 
 

 - 9 - 

for them, it’s improving the relationship for their partner.  So when 
Mary is engaging in behaviour that’s directed at changing aspects of 
herself that contributed to relationship problems, that’s improving the 
relationship for John.  John’s going to be happier and vice versa, so 
those partner effects are really important at mapping out when you’re 
working with a couple. 

 
Interviewer: Tell us a little bit about any other work that you guys are doing that 

might be of interest to our audience. 
 
Respondent: Sure.  So we’ve talked a lot about conflict but obviously, there are 

really positive aspects of relationships as well and one of those aspects 
is that partners are a really important source of support.  So another 
context that I study, relationship communication, is when couples need 
support.  For example, one study we looked at how partners support 
each other to achieve their personal goals and we used a similar kind of 
paradigm.   

 
 We had couples come into the lab and they discussed the kinds of 

personal goals that they were working on and really wanting to achieve 
and we coded the kinds of communicational support behaviour that 
their partner was providing, so emotional types of support like 
reassuring the partner and giving them boosts in confidence, saying, 
“You can do it,” expressing empathy for any distress they were feeling 
as well as very tangible or informational kinds of support, giving 
advice, the kind of rational strategies that we talked about, weighing up 
pros and cons in different actions and so on.   

 
 And what we found was that the more partners were supportive within 

discussion in the laboratory, the more successful support recipients 
were at achieving their personal goals twelve months later.  So we 
tracked these couples over time and the more positive forms of support 
they were getting from their partner, the more they achieved their 
personal goals twelve months later.  So that’s a really positive aspect of 
relationships, even though we tend to focus much more on conflict, it’s 
a bit juicier. 

 
Interviewer: Well, Dr Overall, this has been a really fascinating discussion.  I could 

probably go on with you all day long but our time’s a bit short.  So I 
just want to thank you so much for your contribution. 

 
Respondent: Thanks for inviting me, it’s been a pleasure. 
 
Interviewer: Ok, well, bye-bye. 
 
Respondent: Great, bye! 
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Presenter: You’re listening to ‘Relationship Matters.’  I’m your host, Dr Bjarne 
Holmes.  Youth is bliss and our younger years are our happiest, right?  
Well, “Not so fast,” says my next guest.  The literature she’s recently 
reviewed shows clearly that older individuals, in fact, tend to be on 
average happier than younger individuals.  Dr Susan Charles joins me 
today to talk about why this might be and what young people can learn 
from older individuals. 

 
 Dr Charles is an Associate Professor of Psychology and Social 

Behaviour within the School of Social Ecology at the University of 
California Irvine.  The title of her review paper published in the 
February 2011 issue of the journal is, ‘Better with age – social 
relationships across adulthood,’ is also free to download for a limited 
period from the website of the journal, courtesy of SAGE Publications. 

 
 Again, the first author of this article is a graduate student of Dr 

Charles, Gloria Long.  Gloria suggested that Dr Charles do the 
interview.  They published the work together with co-author, Karen 
Fingerman, of Purdue University. 

 
 
Interviewer: Dr Charles, thank you for joining us on ‘Relationship Matters.’ 
 
Respondent: Thank you for inviting me. 
 
Interviewer: You’ve done some really interesting work here, a review paper and I’m 

just going to let you get right into it by telling us what you did and 
why, and why you explored this topic. 

 
Respondent: All right, well, as you know, social networks and our social 

relationships are integral to our health and well-being.  The number of 
people in our network and the quality of our network is … by quality, 
people reporting that others are there for them when they need them, 
that these comments and people in the network, the more strongly they 
feel supported, the lower their levels of loneliness and depressive 
symptoms are.  People who have strong social networks live longer and 
have fewer physical health problems and so traditionally when people 
started looking at how older adults were doing, they found that their 
social networks were smaller than younger and middle aged adults and 
that was quite disconcerting.  They were worried that older adults 
would suffer the negative consequences of having a smaller social 
support network.   

 
 But what in the last twenty five years researchers have found is that 

older adults are not lonelier or more depressed than people in their 
twenties, for example, and they really wanted to figure out why this is 
happening.  Why are older adults reporting fairly high levels of well-
being and high levels of life satisfaction and we started turning to their 
social network processes and what we found is that older adults are 
very satisfied with their social networks and report very high levels of 
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satisfaction with them.  So we’ve been looking at reasons why this is 
happening. 

 
Interviewer: So I’ll just stop you there first.  We’ll get to the reasons in a second, 

it’s really interesting.  Can I clarify?  So social networks, basically 
what we’re talking about is friends and extended friends and family, is 
that what social networks means? 

 
Respondent: Yeah, that’s a very good question.  Generally in social networks, we 

are asking people questions such as, “Who are those who are closest to 
you?” and also, “Do you have people in your life that you can turn to if 
you needed help about your problems or you need to be driven 
somewhere or you need someone to pick up the mail for you when you 
are away?” 

 
Interviewer: Ok.  And when you talk about older adults, what are we talking about 

here in the age range? 
 
Respondent: We traditionally set the mark at age sixty five and older, although 

when we look at a continuous age, we do find linear effects so we do 
find that, for example, the quality of our social networks by people 
reporting how satisfied they are with people in their lives, we do see 
that this gradually increases throughout midlife.  So we find these 
trends are a phenomenon, they’re kind of unfolding as we enter our 
middle age and older. 

 
Interviewer: So there is a trend within the literature for somewhat over age sixty 

five people to report that they’re generally happy or have better well-
being and you reviewed the literature relating to social networks in 
that.  So what trends did you begin to see out of that? 

 
Respondent: In looking at why are older adults happier with their social networks, 

what we started studying is the emotions that they experience when 
they’re interacting with people.  And there’s a saying in psychology 
that was coined by Baumeister and his colleagues that bad is stronger 
than good, and this is something I think resonates with a lot of people.  
If anyone’s ever given a talk or a presentation to their class or at work, 
or participate on the soccer field, afterwards when people are coming 
up commenting on their performance, one person might come up to 
you and say, “You did a great job.  I was really happy to hear what you 
had to say, it was very interesting.”  And then someone else comes up 
to you and says, “I thought you didn’t do such a great job and I found a 
number of problems. 

 
Interviewer: Yeah, that sucks! 
 
Respondent: But people generally focus on those negative comments more than 

positive comments, and this stronger potency of a negative experience 
to a positive experience is something that we see in marriage literature, 
that we see in people’s daily lives, we generally need three positive 
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experiences to offset one negative experience.  And so we looked at the 
negative experiences that older adults encounter in their social 
relationships and what we found is that that is where the age difference 
lies.  The older adults encounter fewer negative social events than 
younger adults do and middle aged adults do. 

 
Interviewer: So it’s that they encounter actual less negative criticism?  It isn’t 

necessarily that they construe the criticisms or interpret them 
differently, is that correct? 

 
Respondent: Well, that’s a good point.  We found that they report having fewer 

negative interactions.  We found that when they do find themselves in 
a negative situation, they’re faster to extricate, to escape from these bad 
situations.  And we think that they also, as you pointed out, appraise 
negative situations less harshly than younger adults do, so we think it’s 
a combination of all of these factors that contributes to their higher 
levels of well-being. 

 
Interviewer: That’s very fascinating.  Why would this be? 
 
Respondent: Well, there’s two factors that we have focused on in this literature and 

one is that older adults are aware that time left in their life is running 
out and this is something that was posited by socioemotional selectivity 
theory by Laura Carstensen and her colleagues.  And this idea that life 
is short, so let’s not complain and let’s spend the time that we have 
with each other on doing something that’s a little more positive.  So the 
time left in life is definitely a force that we think is responsible for this 
phenomenon. 

 
 The second reason we think is that older adults, as people age, they 

have accumulated enough experience in their lives to understand 
what’s important and what’s not.  There’s an adage in our society, it 
comes from this prayer about giving people the serenity to accept what 
they cannot change and the courage to change what they can and the 
wisdom to know the difference.  And this comment is pervasive 
through society, and I think older adults have figured out how to do 
that a little better than younger adults. 

 
Interviewer: So if I take away two things from now, it’s live more in the now and 

focus on what matters. 
 
Respondent: Exactly, so yes, it’s all really a phenomenon of time.  You realise that 

time left in life is running out and you’ve gained the experience from 
the time lived to capitalise on the remaining time you have. 

 
Interviewer: Because I think there is in society this idea that somehow with youth 

comes the fun parts of life and it also seems to me when I speak with a 
lot of older friends that they seem to be happier and happier the older 
they get!  So it certainly is something that seems to be connected to 
how people are relating to other people. 
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 Now I am curious if there are differences in older adults?  There must 

be some that are more or less connected to others.  Certainly it 
probably is not a very nice situation if you’re alienated in older age or 
feel alienated from your social networks just as in younger age. 

 
Respondent: Absolutely.  We see differences at every age across the lifespan.  Some 

people are more successful at this and some people have more 
opportunities than others.  So, for example, someone who is very old 
and has lost everyone in their life who gives them meaning and makes 
them feel like they belong to a larger group, this type of person would 
be very much at risk for feeling lonely and depressed, obviously.  
People who are in a care giving situation, for example with a spouse’s 
dementia and so one of the people in their life, their spouse who 
provides them with a real sense of belonging and intimacy and who’s 
watching that person slowly disappear from them … these are 
situations that would place older adults at risk. 

 
 And then there’s also people who have through their lifetimes 

challenges that made it difficult for them to have a strong social 
network, and so they’re not accruing a strong close social network 
throughout their life.  They might’ve had a life experience marked by 
very challenging and difficult social relationships and so when they 
enter old age, they have those same difficulties that they’ve always had 
and they do not have strong close ties. 

 
Interviewer: How much do children and grandchildren play into the social networks 

for older people in this way? 
 
Respondent: That’s a very good question, especially since these recent findings 

looking at how people with children report lower levels of well-being 
in midlife than people without children. 

 
Interviewer: Exactly what I was thinking! 
 
Respondent: So I was very interested in this question, not having worked on this 

question myself but I was looking at the literature and what people are 
finding is that those people who are in very good health and who have 
money basically, who are a higher socio-economic status, that in those 
people you do not see a strong difference between those who have 
children and those who do not.  For people who are in poor health and 
people who have less resources, then you see a difference and you see 
that people who have children report being a little better off 
emotionally than people who do not have children.  It sounds pretty 
horrible but if you don’t have children, it’s good to have money and 
health instead! 

 
Interviewer: Right, but it makes intuitive sense in the sense that if you don’t have 

those children and grandchildren to relate to on an everyday basis etc 
but you have friends and you have resources to be able to travel and to 
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see things and to experience things, whereas if perhaps your health is a 
bit more frail, then perhaps you don’t have that type of social or 
physical mobility the same way. 

 
Respondent: Yes, you’re right, it does make sense.  In the same way, people who’ve 

never had children and who’ve never married … I’m not talking about 
people who have mental disorders or severe disabilities that preclude 
them from having these ties, but for people who are healthy and vibrant 
and have just stayed single their whole lives and don’t have children, 
they enter old age looking fine.  They don’t look different than those 
who have married and who have families.  The people who actually 
suffer more are those, especially men, who have widowed or divorced, 
particularly those who are alienated from their children and those are 
the people who are most at risk. 

 
Interviewer: Overall, alienation is not particularly good for the human condition! 
 
Respondent: Yeah, that’s right, at no age! 
 
Interviewer: What do we know now that we didn’t know before? 
 
Respondent: Well, we had a lot of assumptions about ageing that have been wrong 

for a number of years, so we know that older adults are not sitting 
home alone lonely.  They are more likely to live alone but they do not 
report loneliness at higher levels than people in their early twenties, for 
example, not until they get really, really old do we see anything like 
that.   

 
 We also know that Karen Fingerman and her colleagues have looked at 

ageism and ageist beliefs.  We used to think that that was ubiquitously 
negative for older adults and now we can see that there’s some 
advantages in the social relationships that older people are less likely to 
be treated negatively than younger adults.  People are generally nicer to 
older adults than they are to younger adults and that can also work in 
your favour. 

 
 We know that before, we used to look at older adults as these passive 

people who just didn’t speak up when there were problems and how 
they lacked power and now, what we are seeing is they are actively 
structuring their lives to be very successful and proactive and very 
healthy.  So I would like to think that this research dispels a lot of 
myths about ageing. 

 
Interviewer: If you had a message for this for younger people, things not just for an 

older person but that everybody could learn from looking at older 
people with their life experiences, what would they be? 

 
Respondent: Well, as I mentioned before, we have a lot of these cute little quotes on 

refrigerator magnets about how we should really … ‘life is too short’ 
or ‘don’t sweat the small stuff,’ and what we found in our research is 
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that older adults are much better at doing that.  Now in some respects, 
younger adults can learn from this and realise that in all situations, you 
don’t have to be right.  You don’t have to keep on pressing and you 
don’t have to keep on dwelling on negative events.  It’s better 
sometimes to let these situations go. 

 
 But I also want to add that younger and middle aged people often don’t 

have that ability, they don’t have the luxury of doing that all the time 
and so when you’re building a career or, for example, I wouldn’t want 
my accountant or my lawyer to not sweat the details and to be ok with 
not being right all the time!  So in some ways, it’s a luxury that older 
adults are able to do more than younger adults.  

 
 But for younger adults, particularly when they are in social situations 

with their close friends and family members, maybe they can learn 
from the wisdom of older adults to pick their battles a little more 
carefully and to realise when they don’t have to pursue a negative 
interchange. 

 
Interviewer: And what about someone that has a grandparent or parent that is 

getting older and maybe you notice that they’re feeling good or they’re 
not feeling good, how does one approach that in terms of thinking 
about where they are in their life with their social networks? 

 
Respondent: One thing I’d like to point out because I see this and it’s something that 

worries me is that oftentimes, relatives will see their older relative 
being crankier or being a little more touchy, a little more negative than 
usual.  And they say, “That’s normal for being older.  That’s pretty 
typical,” and it’s not.  So for people who see relatives suddenly 
becoming more negative or becoming more depressed, for example, 
depression sometimes signals cognitive decline and also symptoms of 
depression are related to certain diseases and so these are not normative 
changes.  This is not something that, “Oh yeah, well, everyone gets like 
this with age.”  It’s not, so for people who see changes in their 
relatives, this is something that needs to be checked out. 

 
 As far as just interacting with relatives who are healthy and active, I 

think that most people, as we see in our research, Karen Fingerman’s 
research and our collaborations together, is that people are generally 
nicer to their relatives.  They’re more likely to argue with their sister or 
brother and less so with their grandpa or grandma, for example. 

 
Interviewer: Tell us a little bit about any other work that you are doing that might be 

of interest to our audience. 
 
Respondent: Well, we’ve just been examining how emotions and emotional 

experience changes with age, again to try to figure out this paradox of 
ageing where older adults are losing friends because they die, their 
physical health is not generally as good as it once was, they lose social 
status through retirement often and yet older adults in their emotional 
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well-being look as good if not better than younger adults.  And so a lot 
of researchers have been studying this question and there’s been a lot 
of speculation and testing the questions of why older adults look better.  
And our research has really focused on examining when older adults 
look better and when they do not, and what we have found is that older 
adults look better when they can organise their lives to avoid negative 
situations and we consider this a very important emotion regulation 
strategy for them. 

 
 When they cannot avoid, however, we don’t see as many age related 

advantages, so it’s not the point of, “Gee, older adults are so resilient, 
you can just throw anything at them and they’ll do fine.”  It’s that older 
adults look very good because they are very careful at organising their 
lives to avoid negative situations. 

 
Interviewer: And do those findings hold up against middle aged adults as well? 
 
Respondent: Well, that’s a very interesting question and we see that in the midlife, 

people often report having more control in their work and more control 
sometimes in their family lives than people in their teens, for example, 
or people who are older.  So that level of control sometimes allows 
them to deal with the stressors.  People in midlife experience greater 
numbers of daily problems and stressors in their lives than people at 
any other age group but they also generally have the power at work or 
in a home place to deal with them effectively.   

 
 And so although we think that the physiological effects of arousal and 

negative experiences do place more wear and tear the older you get and 
so at forty, it’s going to have more wear and tear on your body than at 
twenty, we really don’t see these effects until later life. 

 
Interviewer: Ok, so some of the effects show up in later life, is what you’re 

proposing? 
 
Respondent: Yes, and as far as the physiological ramifications of negative 

experiences, of course it depends on your health status. 
 
Interviewer: And how people are predisposed to deal with stress physiologically and 

all that kind of stuff. 
 
Respondent: Right, if someone’s in very poor health when they’re younger, 

obviously high levels of physiological arousal as a result of being 
really upset is going to have a greater effect than someone who’s very 
healthy. 

 
Interviewer: Right.  Well, this is really, really great work that you guys are doing.  I 

look forward to seeing more and more of it in the future, and I really 
want to thank you for joining us today and for sharing with us.  Thanks 
so much. 
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Respondent: Well, thank you for giving us this opportunity to get the work out 
there, I really appreciate that. 

 
Interviewer: All right.  Thank you, Dr Charles. 
 
Respondent: Thank you very much. 
 
Interviewer: Bye-bye. 
 
Respondent: Bye-bye. 
 
 
Presenter: Before we end today, a small note.  As I am moving to Vermont soon, 

this is the last podcast we’ll produce in our Edinburgh studio.  The next 
time you hear us, it’ll be from a new studio located in the US.  Thus I 
want to take this moment to thank Phil Booth, our studio technician 
here at Heriot-Watt for his help in making this podcast series a success.  
Without him, the podcasts would not have been possible. 

 
 ‘Relationship Matters’ is a production of the Journal of Social and 

Personal Relationships and SAGE Publications.  You can subscribe 
through iTunes by searching for SAGE podcasts or access the series 
from the web page of the journal.  Send us an email at 
jsprpodcast@gmail.com.  Follow us on Facebook by searching for 
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, or follow us on Twitter, 
jsprpodcast. 

 
 The music you’ve been hearing is by Urban Delights, more at 

urbandelights.net.  Thank you for listening and remember, we’re 
talking relationship matters because relationships matter. 

 
 
 
 
[End of recorded material]  
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