






How can ageing and my third age be best enjoyed?


Now as I was young and easy under the apple boughs
About the lilting house and happy as the grass was green,
   honoured among wagons I was prince of the apple towns
And once below a time I lordly had the trees and leaves
     Trail with daisies and barley
   Down the rivers of the windfall light
(Thomas, 1946)
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Introduction

As Moustakas (1990) p. 9 states “heuristic refers to an internal search process through which can be discovered the nature and meaning of experience and develops methods for further investigation and analysis”. My inquiry will follow the structure proposed by Moustakas (see below). 
 
Following self-reflection and free writing during March and April 2021 I found myself ultimately drawn to focussing on the issue of ageing.   Critically, Moustakas (ibid) stated that this qualitative process of discovery leads inquirers to new images and meanings regarding human phenomena, but also to realisations relevant to their own experience and lives.  I hope that the following this heuristic inquiry will help me better understand how I am and my life is changing or could be changed as I get older.  The 20th and 21st centuries emphasised youth, beauty, celebrity and materialism, in the Western world at least.  This century can leave older people feeling redundant despite having lived active, productive lives, acquired significant skills and many have still have an important contribution to make to society.  I am approaching my third age and feel as if I am in some kind of no man’s land between a busy career driven life which was full of friends, travel, new experiences and opportunities compared with my recent and current life which is a far quieter sedentary pandemic boundaried life. In truth, however, I was grappling with these issues before the pandemic started.   The Third Age is now considered by many to be the “golden years” of being an adult.  This is the time between retirement and the beginning of age-imposed physical, emotional, and cognitive limitations, and would occur between the ages of 65 and 80+ (Barnes, 2011). 

The essay will contain theses sections: introduction; the heuristic inquiry; ageing and the third age; analysis; methodology; discussion; creative synthesis; conclusion and bibliography.  
I will be adhering to the National Counselling Code of Ethics specifically Integrity and self-responsibility in respect of looking after my own needs and health (National Counselling Society, 2020) .  
I have included three stanzas from Fern Hill by Dylan Thomas who has been my favourite poem since my teens.  I include these excerpts as the poems’ themes include aging, childhood, innocence, memories and the past which are very similar to the concepts I am exploring in this essay. Thomas’ poems connect to me at a visceral, sub intellectual level – the music of the words conveys meaning to me. They contain a felt profundity that cannot, for me, be replicated by cognitive analysis. The stanzas speak for themselves. 


Heuristic inquiry 

The root of meaning of heuristic comes from the Greek word to find, to discover.   Heuristic research is used in a wide variety of disciplines, “all require at some point require an understanding of the process that comprises the experience of discovery that pre-empts the formulation of a hypothesis” (Kenny, 2012). Moustakas, 2020, p.11 stated that “heuristic search involved, self-search, self-dialogue and self-discovery”. Underlying the concept of qualitative heuristic research is the fundamental concept of tacit knowledge. By way of example “we do not know how we recognise a face…this knowledge cannot be put into words.” (Polyanyi, 1983, p. 4), However, our tacit capacity allows us to recognize “wholeness or unity of something through the understanding of the individual qualities or parts.” (Moustakas, 1990, pp. 20-21)

Moustakas’ methodology involves six phases (Moustakas, 1990, pp. 27-37). I explored a number of  topics of inquiry before being drawn towards ageing as this seem to offer me significant scope and insight at this time of change in my life. I will be 62 this later year.  I used Moustakas’s phases to analyse the question although the approach was not always direct and/or linear. Ultimately the focus of the initial engagement inner search led me to the formulation of the question:  how can ageing and my third age be best enjoyed? I immersed myself for in this for two weeks which caused me distress including a great deal of shame, sadness and anger that was brought to the surface from past events and relationships.  I, therefore, decided to take some out from the emotion I had been experiencing and took a week’s break (incubation).   I left the question alone during incubation and went about my daily life although I strongly suspect that the issues were busily turning somewhere in my mind.  The period of incubation flowed in to illumination and I found myself thinking more and more about my life in decades, like chapters of a book.  This is not something I had been particularly aware of before. I gradually became aware of all the marvellous opportunities I’d taken in the past, the opportunities I had let go by, of the wonderful people I had met and the wonderful opportunities I had been gifted. I have always believed that I have a strong sense of intuition, of the spiritual and this seemed to be very present at different times and to different degrees in my life.  I no longer wanted to grapple with death, drugs and alcoholism (previous topics I have considered) but I wanted to look honestly and constructively at my life and explore what the next chapters might hold. As I write this, I am rereading explication and am concentrating on indwelling and focus. As Moustakas (1990) p. 33, explained “we are governed by experience, unique perceptions, intuitions, beliefs and judgements housed in the internal frame of reference”. I found this process challenging – there were time when I could only focus for relatively short periods. I am hoping a meaningful creative synthesis will be forthcoming.


Ageing and the Third Age
Traditionally, described as commencing at 65 years of age-old age in the UK or sometimes earlier this somehow seems to signal to an end to middle age and entry into a new category of senior, or old age. It is also referred to as senescence, in human beings, marking the final stage of the normal life span 

People are living longer (World Health Organistaion, 2021).  Most people can now expect to live into their sixties and beyond. By 2050, the world’s population aged 60 years and older is expected to total 2 billion. Indeed, by 2050, 80% of all older people will live in low- and middle-income countries. Enhanced life spans life brings with its opportunities, for older people, their families, communities and society. Longer lives allow enable people to pursue new activities such as additional education, a further career or pursuing an enthusiasm. Older people also contribute in many ways to their families and communities. Yet the extent of these opportunities and contributions depends heavily on one factor: health. If people can experience these extra years of life in good health and if they live in a supportive environment, their ability to do the things they value will be little different from that of a younger person. If these added years are dominated by declines in physical and mental capacity, the implications for older people and for society are more negative.

Ageing results from the effect of molecular and cellular damage. This creates a gradual decrease in physical and mental capabilities, increased risk of disease and finally death. However, such changes are not linear or consistent and two seventy-year-old olds may have a very different mental and physical capacity. Several complex health states emerge in older age geriatric syndromes are often the consequence of multiple underlying factors. The leading cause of death in the UK in 2018 was dementia and Alzheimer disease, accounting for 12.7% of all deaths registered (ONS, 2021)

Much variation in health in later life is due to environments – including homes, neighbourhoods, and communities, as well as personal characteristics – such as gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. Eating a balanced diet, engaging in regular physical activity, and refraining from tobacco use all contribute to reducing the risk of mortality. Strength training to maintain muscle mass and good nutrition can both help to preserve cognitive function, delay dependency on others and reverse frailty. While there remains no cure for a number of age-related complaints - services are needed to increase awareness, develop tools for early prediction and diagnosis, optimize cognitive functioning and slow cognitive decline and support caregivers.


Mental health illness is the foremost cause of absence from work in the UK. Changing demographics show that there will be an additional million people aged 50 and over in work.  Indeed, by 2050 one in three of the working population will be aged 50 and over.  In a recent survey over half of workers of fifty or over had suffered work related depression and anxiety (Young, 2012).    Experiencing ageism is strongly related to poorer mental health as measured by depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms, general stress, and positive mental health or wellbeing.  Employers need to create inclusive and age friendly workplaces as a large number of their colleagues are likely to be over 50. In a recent survey (Young, 2012) only half of those who were planning to retire in the next five years were looking forward to it, with 41% worried about finances, a third concerned about feeling bored (33%) and missing their social connections from work (32%), and nearly a quarter worried about losing their purpose (24%).  The COID-19 pandemic has added to people’s worries with unemployment for those who are 50 or over rising and those who lose their lobs are out of work significantly longer (Baska, 2021)  The final category of losing purpose is my main worry other than other than maintaining reasonable physical and mental health. 


Analysis
My data was collected in a notebook in different formats.  Some are just words, for example, “frustrated” whereas some are fuller journal entries: “I was recently been driving back from an appointment thinking about the best way of formulating the question.  I had been in a waiting room and was reading, suddenly a wave of emotion washed over me – a deep sadness, maybe regret, but into anger, not self-pity, not self-recriminations - just distilled sadness.”

One incident, was particularly memorable. I awoke from a sleep at home and I could immediately feel the presence of my mother in the room.  Her perfume, cigarette smoke, her presence; I had the definite sensation that she was close to me.  My mother died in 1999 and I had a similar experience when was going through a very difficult period of my life a few years after her death. I can offer no rational explanation although it did definitely feel to me that my mother was close. I wondered whether this was one the “visions, images and dreams that connect me to my quest” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 11).   I felt protected and cared for, my mother was looking after me. Strangely the sense of being protected stayed with me for a few days. I did not so much “see” my mother as “felt her presence”. I was the youngest of four children by quite a few years and had always had a very close relationship with my mother.  The apple of my mother’s eye apparently. She died in 1999 and I do not believe that I properly grieved her passing. I adopted the traditional masculine approach of drinking my way through the grief.  We were a traditional “family” where mostly my father worked and my mother looked after all six of us. She was a strong woman, had endured a very difficult childhood and keeping up appearances was important to her.  I’m feeling very e emotional as I write this but the tears just won’t come.  I’ve just let my senses take over and I feel very calm. I have considered since whether this experience was some form of Gendlin’s Thinking At the Edge:

“…by pursuing implicit implications, one can arrive where logic would never lead. The statements can go wrong in many ways, but the felt sense which a Thinking at the Edge theory attempts to articulate is at least something possible, since it happened” (Gendlin, 2004)

Allan Shore’s work (Shore, 2000) on the integration of neuroscience and attachment theory, attunement between mothers and infants, his investigation of right-brain management of emotion also made me consider the depth and form of communication between mother and child.  He is best known for his integration of neuroscience and attachment theory, that is his idea of attunement between mothers and infants.  I’m left wondering whether the mother and child right brain connection is stronger in some mother child dyads than others. 



Methodology
I divided the words, doodles, pictograms etc. into three categories past, present and future and “returned again and again to the data to check the depictions of the experience” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 33).   The past made me terribly nostalgic, although I may have idealised much of the past. There is a part of me that is forever marooned in the 1990s and 2000s when the partying never stopped. No realistic part of me wants to return the good old bad old days but in some way, I will never escape the energy, lust for life and sheer abandon of those times. Being gay, I think I delayed my later adolescence and 20s and waited until I moved to London in the early 1990s, in my early 30s before becoming authentic and allowing myself free rein. Coincidentally, this was the during the was the second decade of a previous pandemic - Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. I volunteered at The Terence Higgins Trust in Waterloo and saw some of the collateral damage. 

My analysis felt authentic - it included the dark times and thoughts as well as the happy times and thoughts. I distilled the various written and visual depictions to just under 50 words. The past category was the largest with just over 40%, the present represented 35% and the future was the smallest category containing approximately 25% of the total words.  Regarding he past I spent hours reliving the bad times - the failed relationships, crippling shame about being gay when younger, so many regrets; wondering how I could have handled things better. In order to test the analysis, I removed the words and other materials that still had a negative connotation for me.  I was left with a raft of euphoric type words which somehow did not seem to adequately reflect my actual life. I went back and added in the academic achievements, musical achievements, friendships, travel, volunteer work, people I had helped personally and in career terms. I found the process tiring - I was not sleeping properly.  Moreover, on looking back over the datasheets I noticed what appeared to be a bias towards negative events and emotions.  The pandemic has been very difficult for many and I pondered whether I came into the inquiry with a negative mindset?  Certainly, negative past data recorded exceeded the positive items recorded. I am struggling this morning. I feel weighed down by what I am reading and writing and am overtired.  I am therefore now going to engage in “silent internal dialogue” (Moustakas, 1990, pp. 177-178). I’m going to take a little time out and talk to myself.

The present 

I am enjoying being a mature student. The studies which I find challenging and fascinating and the clients I heve/am counselling are exceptional experience for me. I’m seeing three clients a week currently. I’m feeling focussed and alert and feel comfortable that no category past, present and future dominated the data.  There have been positive and negative  evets/emotions during all of the past and present periods and this seems to be a reasonably accurate inventory of my life. The data entries for the present have many positive words “quiet”, “peace”, “security”. Unsurprisingly, given my age, my life has become much quieter.  The bright lights of London and Amsterdam seem a long way off.  The question occurs to me am I able to retain some of the fun of the earlier more sociable years? My approach would now be tempered with the patience and greater understanding of myself and other people gained over the years.  After deep consideration I do not think I want to introduce any of the ‘nightlife’ elements to my current or future life although I would love to retain the wonderful friendships and camaraderie of the 1990s and 2000s but a number of the friendships and camaraderie are invariably intertwined with alcohol, drugs and everything else that such a lifestyle entails. I am still in touch with most of my friends from that era. We were of a certain time, a certain place and had developed a certain attitude.  This is the first time I have clearly articulated this although I’ve known it at some level for many years.  Despite this it still feels like a loss to me.  My late brother lived in a number of countries and told that it’s difficult to keep a friendship group together when people are so far apart. 

Having experienced death of friends and family, suicide of an ex-partner, marriage, alcohol addiction, substance misuse, held down various jobs in various cities and conducted business in various countries, I have a wide emotional hinterland to call upon.  Many positive emotions and memories that arose during the process: as I get older, I think I am developing a better sense of perspective and I care less what others think of me (even though I’m have an internal locus of evaluation!).   I can also see issues from multiple perspectives which allows me to empathise and mediate more effectively, there’s freedom in not caring or caring less what other people think.  Moreover, a certain self-assurance can develop with age, there are less highs and lows – the terrain becomes more even (flatter?) as you age.  I can say honestly that I am  completely accepting of others’ differences and idiosyncrasies.  

As an aside I dreamt vividly about skateboarding all over Australia last night. I could feel, the breeze, the sea, the city the hot smells of summer. The sound and smell of sizzling barbecues. I was of indeterminate age (30 or 40 something perhaps) and felt free.   Is a skateboard too obvious a symbol of youth?! 

 As Moustakas, 1990, p.15 states “the heuristic is autobiographic, yet with virtually every question that matters personally there is also a social – and perhaps universal- significance.” 

“And as I was green and carefree, famous among the barns
About the happy yard and singing as the farm was home,
     In the sun that is young once only,
          Time let me play and be
     Golden in the mercy of his means,
And green and golden I was huntsman and herdsman, the calves
Sang to my horn, the foxes on the hills barked clear and cold,
          And the sabbath rang slowly
     In the pebbles of the holy streams”
					(Thomas, 1946)
Discussion
Inevitably, this process has me brought into closer awareness to my core emotions.   While deep in the heuristic process I became deeper in touch with my shame and failure as well as anxiety, risking loving people, depression and a sense of connectedness. Inevitably, the process has made me think about my vulnerabilities. I have definitely become more authentic as I have aged but as Brene Brown (2015) points out shame creates “the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and belonging.” 

By way of contrast, Sheldon & Kasset (2021) are recently of the opinion that maturity and age were positively associated with subjective well-being. They suggested that as older individuals may be more psychologically mature than younger people are happier because of this. 



The future 
Turning to my own personal circumstances, to the extent possible I have made adequate financial provision for my retirement and my husband is doing the same. However, I do find long term end of life care extremely worrying. I don’t mind dying when the time comes (or so I say now) but what I do not what to be is treated without dignity, respect or compassion. What worries even more is the idea of a slow monotonous decline into senility which I have witnessed in more than one nursing home. When really focus open on old age what really upsets me is the thought of being trapped in a nursing home with little or no agency or independence.  I dread that potential of powerlessness. 

I have been, since childhood been self-critical particularly in respect of academic work and playing the trumpet/cornet. Self-critical people have negative beliefs about themselves that are either continual or surface occasionally.   Interestingly I’m rarely given to criticise or judge others, although if I am judged I can become very defensive.  This worry had a positive effecet in that it made me prepare rigorously for performances, for example; it was very motivating.  On the other hand, if I was unhappy with a performance, I would be far too critical and ‘beat myself self up’.  I realise now that these were passing events not did deserve the life-or-death status, I accorded them.  Self-evaluation can be constructive but it becomes too harsh it can lead a variety of psychological problems (Kannan & Levitt, 2013) including difficulties such as depression, anxiety, eating disorders, substance abuse, personality disorders, suicide, and interpersonal problems (Dunkely, et al., 2006). I have had problems with depression, anxiety and substance misuse and dwelt upon these during the inquiry.  I have begun, therefore, to question my negative core self-beliefs with a view to reducing the self-critical voice. Compared with my youth the self-critical voice is already comparatively faint.  This was a rather left field beneficial aspect of the heuristic process. 


Creative Synthesis

I had a beautiful walk with our Jack Russell this  early this morning in the forest.  The morning birdsong and the sounds of the forest were soothing but at the same time invigorating.  I feel that I am I the right frame of mind to attempt to answer my question: how can ageing and the third age be best enjoyed to create a fulfilling life?  Firstly, I will look at physical health. This is something I have been thinking about for some time and indeed I was fit last Spring/Summer when the gyms were open. I therefore I intend to take vigorous exercise at least four times a week (I have done so religiously in the past). I am also considering taking up a sport I previously played such as tennis.  Secondly, I will combine this with regular personal therapy and course work and daily relaxation/meditation exercises with targets for duration and depth of meditation. I intend to be kinder to myself – live more in the now and take steps to reduce worries.  I am also thinking about, if possible, enrolling for a further academic course.   

I hope to either find a part time counselling job or do some part time therapy volunteer work. Thirdly my husband and I are going to get to know Wales and the UK better by taking regular few long weekend break around the country. Fourthly, I intend to spend more time with friends and I am going to take a proactive approach to arranging gatherings etc. I’ve also realised that I need to reclaim those positive parts of me which enhance who I can be.  I’m also going take up an entirely new interest just for the hell of it! 

Conclusion 
I found the heuristic process interesting but challenging. It requires great mental discipline to return to a topic a number of times and apply total focus. The choice of question made me think about my life in the round which has been an illuminating and thought provoking. 

In conclusion I trust by following the physical, psychological, travel and connectedness plan referred to in Creative Synthesis above in the coming years that I can live a productive and enjoyable third age:

“I am, I exist every time it is pronounced by me, or mentally conceived, it is necessarily true” (Descartes, 1977)



“Nothing I cared, in the lamb white days, that time would take me
Up to the swallow thronged loft by the shadow of my hand,
   In the moon that is always rising,
     Nor that riding to sleep
   I should hear him fly with the high fields
And wake to the farm forever fled from the childless land.
Oh as I was young and easy in the mercy of his means,
     Time held me green and dying
   Though I sang in my chains like the sea.”
						(Thomas, 1946)
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