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1

INTRODUCTION

This project was commissioned by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation to provide a review of the literature concerning the
question ‘Does money matter to older people?’. Often, it is
assumed that money does matter, and the focus of attention
rests on how much money people have and what they use their
money for. The emphasis on these issues gives rise to a line of
enquiry about measuring income and expenditure, and mapping
how money is spent. Although such enquiries have generated
valuable information about the financial circumstances of older
people, they do not address the ways in which older people live
their lives in those conditions. In contrast to this, the question
posed by the commissioners is qualitatively different as it seeks
to explore how older people view their financial circumstances,
how they use their money and what needs they feel should be
met. These are important issues to explore in a society where
financial resources are identified as antecedent to participation
and consumer spending power is viewed as a central part of
having choice and control. In this society, such values are highly
regarded and associated with notions of citizenship.
The expression ‘older people’ is used throughout this report
to refer to those who have reached the chronological age of
eligibility for the state pension. Use of this term serves the
purpose of creating a framework to identify the population of
interest to the study, but it does not reflect the diverse financial
circumstances of this group of people. Older people include the
1
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poorest people in the country, particularly those over the age of
75, and those who have a high financial status. Any conclusions
that are drawn, therefore, have to address this diversity.
The brief privileged the views of older people by focusing on
their experiences and their perceptions of the role money had in
shaping their lives. In keeping with the spirit of the commissioning
process, the design of the literature search was developed with
older people and the discussions that we had with them were
used to inform every aspect of the study. This report is reflective
of this process. Specific topics were identified in the brief: the
financial resources needed to participate fully in society, paying
for care, and debates about cash or care. The literature review
also included those issues that were identified through our
conversations with older people. This resulted in a wide-ranging
review of literature from different disciplines because the issues
that were identified as important to older people did not fall neatly
into the traditional ways of categorising literature according to
academic disciplines. Their concerns cut across the boundaries
of economics, sociology, gerontology, health and psychology. In
addition to this, the findings arising from the review of the
literature do not merely report on what is known or what has
been studied about the role of money in later life as would be the
case in an orthodox literature review. The findings include the
comments and the ideas that the participants expressed
throughout the study to give them a voice of equal importance to
the voice of policy makers and researchers that is documented
in the literature.
The study had two strands that fed into each other. One strand
included processes to capture the ideas that older people have
about whether money matters, why it matters and how it matters.
Resources and time constraints did not allow us to carry out an
extensive exploration of older people’s ideas. This activity was
therefore restricted to small, easily accessible groups of older
2
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people: those who could travel to Northumbria University to take
part in a discussion and those who were able to take part in a
telephone discussion about issues of concern to the study. The
second strand involved procedures to identify, locate and review
literature about the topics that were highlighted by the
participants.
The activities that were involved in each strand took place
concurrently and the knowledge that was acquired as a result
informed the next stage of data collection or analysis of the data
that had been acquired. Detailed description of these processes
is presented in the methodology section (Chapter 2) of the report.
Figure 1 gives the reader an overview of how the study was
conducted and portrays how the two strands of the study were
interrelated.
One of the fundamental questions that was considered
throughout this study was ‘If money matters to the way that
people live, are older people different?’. It was concluded that
older people do have different concerns. Younger people are living
through a stage of their life that is concerned with asset
accumulation. They have the potential to increase their income
and spend a large proportion of their income on those things that
are associated with young and middle adulthood such as
mortgages, or bringing up children. By contrast, older people have
entered a period of their life when the potential to increase their
income is minimal. They experience asset dispersal and their
spending priorities are concerned with resourcing something
meaningful to do in their later years, and financing aids,
equipment, household adaptations and paying for care. This report
aims to recognise and understand how older people use their
money and what needs they feel should be met. By doing this,
the report will contribute to a knowledge base that is important
to enable the development of research, policies and practices
that are grounded in the expectations and concerns of older
people.
3
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Figure 1 The two strands of the study
Strand one

Strand two

The views of people about the role of
money in later life

Literature search, review and report
writing

Initial literature search of electronic
databases for relevant items.

Developing the search strategy
• Expert Panel meeting.
• Key informant interviews.

Expanding the initial literature search
• Electronic databases for relevant
items.
• Web sites of organisations in the
field of ageing.

Reviewing and developing the
analysis
• Telephone interviews with key
informants.
• Written comments from the Expert
Panel.

Analysis and report writing
• Identification of key themes and
topics discussed in the meetings
and interviews.
• Analysis of the literature.
• Draft report prepared.

Final report
Written in consultation with the
Expert Panel and key informants.
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METHODOLOGY

The study was designed to ground the literature review in the
experiences of older people, and those working with them, to
develop an understanding of the ways in which older people need
and desire financial support. To do this, the process of retrieving
and reviewing the literature was iterative. We would conduct a
search, feedback the results, then extend or amend the search
in the light of people’s comments. This provided opportunities to
go back to the initial stage of searching the literature when new
topics and issues were introduced by those taking part in the
study. This approach stands in contrast with the traditional,
sequential process of searching the electronic databases, sifting
the outcomes of the search, retrieving relevant literature,
analysing it and reporting on the findings. The process will be
described to give the reader a detailed account of how the
literature was identified and subsequently reviewed.

Strand one: eliciting the views of older
people about the role of money in later life
As shown in Figure 1 in Chapter 1, this strand of the study involved
discussions and interviews with older people, and with those
working with them, to help us to identify key topics concerning
the role of money in later life and to search for relevant literature.
We were able to do this by organising an Expert Panel meeting
with those who were known to the research team and who could
5
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travel to take part. We were also able to conduct group and
individual interviews with older people who acted as key
informants to the study. Analysis of the Expert Panel and key
informant discussions resulted in identification of a number of
themes that reflected the key issues for older people with respect
to money.
These themes were used as a framework for the review of
the literature that was identified. The Expert Panel and key
informants were able to give us comments on our review of the
literature and to participate in the writing of this report. The
following sections describe the conversations that we had with
these participants and the processes that we used to analyse
this information.

The Expert Panel meeting
Members of the Expert Panel are listed in the Acknowledgements
at the front of this report. The Panel was created to identify key
issues and concerns relating to the role of money in later life.
When they met the following topics were discussed.
•

What is a basic income?

•

How do older people use their money?

•

What needs should be met?

•

What strategies do older people employ to manage their
financial circumstances?

•

What sources of financial support have been generated for
later life and what financial sources do older people have
access to?

6
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•

Paying for personal, social and health care and adaptations
to the home.

•

What role does money play in promoting independence and
autonomy in later life?

•

What funding do older people desire to enable them to
address their personal and health care needs?

This section of the meeting lasted for three-and-half hours,
and the entire discussion was tape-recorded and transcribed
verbatim in preparation for analysis.
Following exploration of the above topics, the Panel was asked
to identify search words and phrases that would refine and expand
the initial list that had been developed by the research team.
These words are important because the process of locating
literature is done largely by searching databases using specific
search terms and keywords. The following terms were identified:
•

basic income

•

basic needs

•

budget management

•

budget standards

•

finance plus advocacy

•

financial autonomy

•

financial gerontology

•

financial literacy
7
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•

financial strategies

•

financial well-being

•

income plus autonomy

•

minimal income

•

personal budgets

•

poverty plus review/overview

•

social care plus money/finances

•

social exclusion plus money/finances

•

spending patterns.

The Panel was also asked to identify key authors who had
been influential in shaping their thinking about the role of money
in later life. The following authors were identified and the names
were used to conduct a search of the databases for literature
that had been written by them:
•

Jonathon Bradshaw

•

Geoff Femister

•

Mary Gilhooly (Paisley)

•

Michael Hill

•

Peter Townsend

8
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•

John Veit-Wilson

•

Michael Younge.

The discussion moved on to explore ways to identify and
access grey literature (see section headed ‘Sources and types of
material’ later in this chapter for discussion of this type of
literature). In addition to the Panel members contributing literature
that they had acquired (such as conference abstracts and articles,
and organisational reports), suggestions were made to search
web sites and approach organisations to retrieve relevant
literature. Identified organisations were:
•

Age Concern

•

Child Poverty Action Group

•

Church Poverty Action Group

•

Citizens Advice Bureau

•

Department of Social Security

•

Edinburgh Waverly papers

•

General Household Survey

•

Help the Aged

•

Joseph Rowntree Foundation

•

Magistrates’ Association

•

National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux (NACAB)
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•

National Pensioners Association

•

National Pensioners Convention

•

NIACE (National Institute for Adult Continuing Education)

•

Pre-retirement Association

•

Social Trends.

At the end of the meeting, Panel members agreed to comment
on our analysis of this discussion and review of the literature.

Key informants’ interviews
Older people were invited to take part in a group or individual
interview to discuss their personal experiences of growing old in
the UK and the role that money had played in shaping their
experiences. Twenty-two older people participated in the following
interviews.
•

Two group interviews were carried out with older people
who were members of a leisure and educational voluntary
group for those over 50 in London (n = 10).

•

One group interview was held with six older people living in
a residential care home in Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

•

One group interview was held with four older people who
attended a social services day centre in Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

•

Two individual interviews were carried out with nursing
home residents, as they were unable to take part in group
interviews.
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These interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim
in preparation for analysis.

Analysis of the Expert Panel meeting and interview
data
The transcripts were read and standard methods of open coding
were used to identify the topics, issues and themes that were
discussed by the participants. At this stage of the project, the
findings from the data analysis included a high proportion of direct
extracts from the interviews in an attempt to accurately portray
the views of the participants. This also created a way for the
project team to return to the original data to check out new
understandings that had been acquired during reading of the
literature.

Consultation and development of the final report
As the project team carried out the process of analysing the
transcripts and reviewing the literature, the possibility that the
voice of the academic may overshadow the voice of others who
were involved in the development of the final report was a real
concern. To address this, the report was drafted and distributed
to members of the Expert Panel for consultation. While the project
team waited for their feedback, telephone and face-to-face
interviews (n = 9) were carried out with representatives of the
organisations identified by the Expert Panel and authors who had
been highlighted during the literature search (see the list of key
informants in the Acknowledgements at the front of this report).
During the interviews, the interviewees’ views about the findings
were explored.
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Strand two: searching for and reviewing the
literature
The second strand of the study involved searching and selecting
the literature, which was informed by the conversations and
discussions that we had with older people, and by previous reading
and work in the area. This stage had two elements to it: first, the
retrieval of material from electronic databases, to form a list of
papers and items, and then a second process where these lists
were scrutinised and relevant items were selected for acquisition
(copies were obtained through inter-library loans or electronic
journals). Uncovering relevant material through searching literature
is not a straightforward activity. Between authors writing material
and its inclusion in a database there is a complex process whereby,
at each stage, decisions are made about what an item is about.

Sources and types of material
There are issues about what is published and how it is made
available to potential readers. Academic and professional literature
is usually published in an organised way through journals, books,
reports of conferences, etc. These items are managed by
commercial publishers who ensure that potential readers can gain
access to the literature. They achieve this by labelling each item
with full bibliographic information, making it available for purchase,
distribution and promotion to database producers.
Databases are commercially developed for specific audiences or
markets. They are often specialised, including only material from a
limited number of journals that have established records containing
relevant material of a suitable quality. When an item is included in a
database, keywords or search terms are assigned. This means that
it can be searched under author, title, date, or subject heading
(keywords), depending on the database and its structure.
12
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All these processes take time. It can take many months, or
even years, before a written article is actually published in a
journal. It can then take a similar period of time before an article
appears in a database, if it ever does. Hence, databases will not
necessarily contain the most up-to-date material.
There is another type of literature, grey literature, which is
usually not attainable through conventional publication and
retrieval systems. However, such literature can often contain very
useful information, particularly about projects and services
provided by individual organisations and research projects, or in
specific localities. It consists of locally produced reports, meeting
papers, discussion and policy documents, etc.
Grey literature can be variable in the bibliographic details that
are given. While some items are described fully, others might
lack an author’s name, even a date, and it can be unclear who the
publisher is (i.e. which organisation has produced it). Grey
literature is not recorded in databases. Nor is it peer-reviewed.
Usually, the author and producer do not take even the simple
step of depositing their work with the British Library so that it
will appear in the national British Library catalogue and be available
through inter-library loan. The normal method of ‘publication’ of
grey literature is the in-house production of a small number of
copies that are sent to a restricted list of people. The content of
the literature could be confidential or organisationally sensitive,
which will restrict the initial audience even further. A wider or
future audience is not catered for.

Search strategy in this study
In searching and locating items, one has to negotiate all the
complexities discussed above. This involves understanding the
limitations of databases, the way in which they use search terms
and the material they index. It also involves understanding the
13
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environment in which research and development takes place, in
so far as research gets funding only if it fits in with funders’
priorities and goals, and their model of the world. Medical research
funders would therefore fund research that accords with their
priorities and uses terms that fit with their language. In this
respect, they operate in the same way as social scientific research
funders. As older people are not usually funders of research, and
are only just beginning to have a say in research priorities, it is
not surprising that the search terms and keywords in databases
may not fit their models of knowledge.
The process of identifying and selecting items to fit the project
brief therefore involves processes of translation and interpretation
backed up by an understanding of the way in which information
becomes available, and ways in which it can be accessed. The
terms of the project brief had to be interpreted in the light of
database search terms and author keywords. This process relied
on the knowledge that the research team had of literature
searching and of the topic being explored. From this, it was
possible to make judgements about the relevance of material
and also to generate items for inclusion in the review based on
the researcher’s expertise in this area.
The subject of the brief ‘Does money matter?’ uses concepts
that are difficult to describe precisely and additionally uses words
and phrases that have general, wide-ranging usage. If you are
looking for keywords to describe older people, there are many
available, including older/old, ageing/aged, elderly, retired, senior
(linked with people/person/citizen), geriatrics, pensioners. The
availability of keywords for financial topics is much wider, including
income, finances/financial, benefits, pensions, costs, expenditure,
spending, poverty/poorer, wealth, better-off, as a few examples.
These words then have to be combined together in a meaningful
way to create a final, full-search strategy. Often, when searching
using terms like these, items are found that are wholly irrelevant
14
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to the project topic. This is because these common words are of
course used to mean different things in different contexts. For
example, a search for ‘aged’ and ‘healthy’ as key words may find
items about ‘aged expectant mothers’ (who are pregnant but
older than in their early 20s) and a ‘healthy pregnancy’. Such
irrelevant items are often called ‘false hits’.
In searching, there is always a balance between getting relevant
items and avoiding irrelevant items. If you aim for a precise, specific
search you will retrieve less irrelevant items, but with the downside
that you will have excluded relevant items in the process. If you
go for a sensitive search, to try to retrieve as many relevant items
as possible, then the downside is that you will also retrieve many
irrelevant items. One point to remember is that, for the many
reasons discussed above, even the most sensitive search will never
find all the relevant items that exist in the database being searched.
A different search process was needed for grey literature as
databases, on the whole, cannot be used. Traditional (nonelectronic) methods are appropriate here. These include looking in
the reference lists of articles and books to see what information
sources the authors used (which could include grey literature as
well as academic literature), and asking experts in the topic for
their recommendations of grey literature. These traditional methods
can be powerful approaches and can find very useful information,
but they are clearly only scratching at the surface of the grey
literature that must exist. Traditional methods are also useful in
searching for academic literature to fill some of the gaps in coverage
that we have discussed and will always occur in a literature search.
They form part of the procedures for undertaking a systematic
review too (see later definition).
Our approach was to go for a more sensitive search and accept
that we would retrieve a number of irrelevant items too. The
results of a pilot search are given in the Appendix, which shows
how large a number of items were initially retrieved. We dealt
15
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with these by a step-wise selection process whereby two
members of the project team looked at the results independently,
then compared their choice and came to an agreement through
discussion. For the first stage, the obvious ‘false hits’ were
discarded. In the second stage, less obvious irrelevant items were
discarded, for example those that, on more detailed reading, were
irrelevant, or those that, though broadly in the topic area, did not
meet the specific requirements of the project brief.
A final point will set the literature review for this project in
context with other literature reviews. In the health field, there is
a growing use of systematic reviews of the literature. These use
detailed procedures that aim for a more comprehensive and
objective search and selection of the literature (NHS CRD, 2001).
However, systematic reviews are very costly in terms of money
and staff time. They can cost tens of thousands of pounds and
can take up to a year or more to complete, with a person being
involved full-time, and with other staff on a part-time basis.
The literature search that was carried out focused on accessing
both published material and grey literature that related to the
topics and issues that were identified by the Expert Panel and
the key informants. As we were restricted by the timescale that
we were set to complete this study, we commenced an initial
search of the literature using search terms and keywords that
were included in the brief that had been prepared by the
commissioners of the study. The initial search was expanded
following the Expert Panel meeting and key informant interviews.
Details of the process of literature searching are shown in Box 1.
The initial searches were carried out on the following databases:
•

AMED (Allied and Complementary Medicine)

•

CINAHL (Nursing and Allied Health)

16
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Box 1 Literature searching and selection
Identifying literature
• Initial literature search: project team brainstorm of
search terms and initial search from selected databases
conducted.
•

Expanding the initial search following the Expert Panel
meeting and key informant interviews: secondary
search of databases using additional databases and
expanded search terms/keywords.

•

Web sites of key organisations in the field of ageing
were checked for relevant material.

Selecting the literature
• Duplicate references and false hits removed.
•

Selection of literature that reflected the themes that
were identified from analysis of the meetings and
interviews.

•

EBM Reviews – Cochrane Controlled Trials Register

•

Cochrane Reviews.

(Note: Medline was not used as the large number of hits
retrieved made searching within the project constraints unfeasible
and as the focus of this database was not judged to be directly
relevant to the research question.)
The search strategy retrieved any English language articles
that contained terms (one or more) from each of the lists below.
The lists were designed to capture the concepts of ‘older people’
and ‘money’ respectively:
17
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•

older people, elderly people, geriatric(s), retired, retirement,
senior citizen(s), pensioner(s)

•

money, income(s), expenditure, spending, financial,
finances, payment(s), benefits, purchasing).

Following removal of duplicates, 585 references were retrieved
during the initial search of the databases. A large proportion of
false hits were obtained during the initial search and these had
to be discarded by hand. For example, articles about the impact
of low income on the lives of young children were identified.
Discarding false hits and selecting relevant items was achieved
by two members of the project team independently reviewing
the full computer record (bibliographic details, abstract and
keywords) of each item. They then discussed their selections
and reached a consensus. The final selection comprised 36 items.
Full-text versions of these articles were obtained and read.

Expanding the initial literature search
Following analysis of the Expert Panel meeting and key informant
interviews, it was identified that the references obtained during
the initial search of the literature were missing the social science
dimension. It was decided that a search on a database such as
the Social Sciences Citation Index was required to address the
gap in the literature that had been identified. A subject search
was carried out on the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) and
the other databases included in the initial search using the
identified search terms from the conversations that we had with
the Expert Panel and key informants. Three-hundred-and-six
references were retrieved. Using the same process of
independent selection as described above, six items were
selected for inclusion in the literature review.
18
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Author and citation searches (i.e. searches that identified
papers that cited these authors) were carried out on the key
authors identified during the Expert Panel meeting and 29
references were retrieved. Using the process of independent
selection, 11 items were selected.
These two sets of selected references were combined and
full-text version of these articles were obtained and read.
The web sites of key organisations in the field of ageing were
checked for relevant literature. Policy documents, policy position
papers, responses to government calls for consultation, etc. were
identified and appropriate ones selected for review. However, in
some cases, older documents were not available on the web
sites. Additionally, there were information leaflets/books geared
to the older person themselves. These were not selected for
review.
Members of the Expert Panel identified items of grey literature
that were read and then selected for inclusion in the review.

Literature review
All of the literature that had been retrieved was read and annotated
in preparation for the analysis that followed. This commenced
with categorising the literature according to the codes that had
been developed from analysis of the interview and meeting data.
The assignment of categories was complex. Some of the literature
addressed a specific category that had been developed, whereas
other pieces cut across more than one category. In the latter
situation, more than one category was assigned to a particular
article. The complexity of this process was increased because
the language used by the participants did not necessarily
correspond with the language found in the literature.
Consequently, the codes were extended to bridge the gaps
between academic and lay language where this existed.
19
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Following this, all the literature within a category was re-read
and the content was used to extend or refine the findings that
had been derived from analysis of the interview and meeting
data. The results of this process are reported in the following
sections of the report.

20
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FINDINGS

The importance of money in later life
Undoubtedly, the answer to the question ‘Does money matter?’
is yes of course it matters – income has a major influence on
standard of living and well-being in later life. An older person’s
perception of the quality of their life is influenced by many factors
including health and functional status, meaningful activity,
relationships and social support, as well as financial situation
(Prestoy, 1993; Gnich and Gilhooly, 1997; Ozawa and Lum, 1997;
Walters and Charles, 1997; Bryant et al., 2001). For older people,
financial security that enhances the quality of their life refers to
‘having enough to do what they want to do when they want to
do it’ (Prestoy, 1993, p. 166). In other words, financial security
means having enough money to meet daily needs, while allowing
for entertainment and leisure activities, in contrast to living below,
on, or just above the poverty level.
Determining what is or is not ‘enough’ is inherently value laden
because what is adequate to one person may be totally inadequate
to another. Yet, there needs to be some way of measuring
adequacy as this knowledge is crucial to decisions about income
needs following retirement. Recent studies commissioned by
Age Concern and the Family Budget Unit have attempted to do
this by quantifying how much income an older person requires
to avoid living in poverty (this is called ‘the Low Cost but
Acceptable Standard’). The authors suggest that this equates to
the poverty threshold and generally people aim higher than this
21
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(Parker, 2000). Hence, their following study focused on estimating
the income required to reach a reasonable standard of living (‘the
Modest but Adequate Standard’, Age Concern, 2002b). This
standard allows for a healthy diet, durables that 50 per cent of
similar households would possess and an inexpensive holiday.
The authors argue that this budget provides the opportunity to
participate fully in society (Parker, 2002). The Expert Panel
welcomed these recent attempts to translate the concept of a
basic income into living costs, as this enabled individuals living in
different circumstances to make judgements about their financial
status according to some objective rather than subjective
measure. They argued that perceptions of a basic income did
vary and this was influenced by previous experience. As one
participant said:
To me the basic income would vary from person to person
depending on what they had been used to throughout
their life before retirement.
Basic spending varies from person to person in
accordance with the lifestyle they have enjoyed before
they retired and the size of their income. This changes
following retirement and adaptations have to be made
according to the amount of money available to spend.
These ideas suggest that notions of a basic income are
associated with maintaining the financial status acquired
throughout life. For some, living on a meagre income reflects
their life’s experiences whereas others may have enjoyed
continuous employment resulting in a steady income. The majority
of people experience a decline in their income after retirement
(Disney et al., 1978; Bardasi and Jenkins, 2002). Nonetheless,
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maintaining the financial status that they have experienced
throughout life is an important factor with respect to experiencing
well-being after retirement (George, 1992; Mein et al., 1998,
2000). Income security, the degree to which a person’s customary
standard of living is protected from the ups and downs of
economic circumstance, has a major influence on financial status
(Atchley, 1997). The literature is rich with debates about the
relative value of retirement income and how decreases in this
have a negative impact on the lives of older people (see, for
example, Ozawa and Lum, 1998; Bradshaw, 2000; Parker, 2000;
Marmot and Wilkinson, 2001; Whetstone, 2002). Johnson et al.
(1998), in their analysis of the Retirement Survey data collected
in 1988/89 and 1994, found that there is a strong relationship
between pension level and the probability of indexation. That is,
pensions that start low are less likely than higher pensions to
keep up with inflation. Consequently, the real value of low incomes
decreases over time as a result of poor indexation.
Analysis of recent trends suggests that the older population is
becoming increasingly dichotomised into rich and poor, with the
oldest pensioners tending to be poorer than those more recently
retired (Gnich and Gilhooly, 1997; Villa et al., 1997; Johnson et
al., 1998). Although social security wealth is almost universal,
other assets such as financial and housing wealth, and the value
of occupational and personal pensions are much more unevenly
distributed (Disney et al., 1998). In the UK, it is argued that low
incomes are expected and accepted as being part of old age
(Evans and Falkingham, 1997; Mein et al., 2000). This is supported
by the statistics collated by the Department of Works and
Pensions (2001), which indicate that a quarter of all pensioners,
approximately 2.75 million, occupy the bottom quintile of income
distribution. Though this is the case, income growth among
individuals of pensionable age is occurring more than for the
population as a whole. Since the damage done by poverty has
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been widely acknowledged, the plight of older people is a matter
for concern since they are disproportionately represented in the
lower income bracket. There is also much evidence that the very
old, women, immigrants and those with broken work records or
a long history of low-paid work are over-represented in this group
(Bartlett, 2001; Bardasi and Jenkins, 2002). Recent debates,
however, have shifted attention from this to the effect of inequality
on health. For example, Marmot and Wilkinson (2001) point to
the findings from the Whitehall studies on British civil servants,
which indicate that:
… there is a gradient in health among those who are not
poor, indicating that the higher the socio-economic
position, the lower the morbidity and mortality … there
is a strong relation between mortality and income
inequalities.
(Marmot and Wilkinson, 2001, p. 1233)
The combination of low income and increasing income
inequality, therefore, has resulted in exposures that have a
significant negative impact on the health and well-being of older
people.

Financial literacy
Entering retirement is a significant time when concerns about
managing on a reduced income or spending the capital acquired
throughout life arise. Every source of income – state/occupational/
private pension, state benefits, investments and savings – has
complex rules and processes to negotiate (Hedges, 1998).
Consequently, new skills and knowledge are needed to enable
the person to make informed judgements and to take effective
decisions about the use and management of their money. The
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complex income structures of older people require highly
developed analytical and numeracy skills to enable them to
understand what their regular income is and how this may change,
how to access their capital and how to estimate financial needs
in the future (NIACE, 2001). The bewildering range of financial
choices, poor quality information, poor advice, changes to taxation
rules, hybridisation of financial services and the development of
e-commerce compounds the difficulty in understanding financial
resources (Lord, 2001).

Box 2 People do not always know what they
are entitled to and do not claim their money
– an example given by a member of the
Expert Panel
The pension department in the place I worked in write
out every year in April to say that the cost of living has
gone up so much, so you are going to get that much
more money. They got back a letter from a widow saying
‘well that’s not really good for me’ and could she please
have the money. She did not want this rise – could she
please have the money. The pensions department looked
into this to see what was going on. In fact her husband
had died two years previously. There was something like
£10,000 in his bank account and that was actually hers,
from her widow’s pension. She didn’t think that she was
entitled to it … she had been living off the state pension
for the last few years. They had to explain to her that
that was a widow’s pension and it was hers.

In the literature, there is evidence that people, generally, are
not financially literate to competently manage their monetary
resources (Cutler, 1997; Financial Services Authority, 1998;
Department for Education and Employment, 1999; Walker and
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Davies, 2001). Older people have been found to experience some
or extreme difficulty in understanding their finances, including
banking, credit cards and bills (NIACE, 2002). They are particularly
challenged by the necessity to make well-informed decisions
about their relatively fixed income, and sometimes this takes place
when physical and mental abilities are declining, which affects
their ability to make sound judgements. A generalised concern
has also arisen about older women who experience termination
of their relationship or are widowed. They may have been
responsible for making short-term financial decisions throughout
their marriage, however the responsibility for longer-term
decisions may have rested with their partner. They therefore face
a steep learning curve in their new circumstances (Bartlett, 2001).
Such generalisations do highlight important issues about the
way in which older people understand and manage their money.
Older people, however, are a diverse group whose skills are
equally varied. This was given little attention in the literature that
we identified and the participants were keen to reflect the range
of abilities of older people:
Most of my acquaintances, who are in their 60s and 70s
are quite capable of handling their finances as they are
used to having their salaries paid directly into bank
accounts.
According to NIACE (2001, 2002), older people tend to rely on
those who support them to obtain information and advise their
financial decisions as there is a general mistrust of financial
suppliers and their advisers. As the problems of financial literacy
pervade the entire population, this may not lead to the best
financial decisions for the older person. They need support to
make sense of all the financial information that they confront
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and, in recent years, many initiatives have been developed with
the aim of increasing financial competency of older people.
Examples of these initiatives include the ‘Financial literacy and
older people project’ (FLOP) and ‘It doesn’t add up’ project,
undertaken by NIACE. These contributed towards a deeper
understanding of the issues faced by older people and towards
the development of teaching materials for financial learning
programmes tailored to their needs. Many schemes have been
created to target people who are making major financial decisions
as they face the transition to retirement. The North East Preretirement workshops are an example of this, which include input
from independent financial advisers, the Pensions Service and
Inland Revenue. Many advice agencies across the country are
now targeting older people to provide advice on welfare benefits.
For example, the Washington Citizens Advice Bureau has recently
appointed specialist debt and benefit workers who have a detailed
understanding of the financial issues faced by older people in
recognition of their need for support with these problems.
These developments have focused on the information needs
of older people and increasing support to help older people to
make sense of it in the context of their own circumstances. In
addition to what has been developed, the Expert Panel suggested
that independent financial advocacy and advisory services were
needed to support older people to independently manage their
own finances.
While initiatives have been developed to address the needs
of older people, attention has also been given to develop ways
to enable people to become financially literate at a younger age.
A few examples can be given. Notably, financial education has
been introduced to the National Curriculum. Personnel
departments in many organisations have extended their role to
give money education and advice. The Pre-retirement Association
(2000) has published ‘best practice’ guidelines for employers on
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the subject of financial education. (These were designed to enable
employees to engage in pension planning in the context of
financial and lifestyle planning.) Meanwhile, there are calls for all
financial information to be ‘financially literacy proofed’ (Lord,
2001). The key objective of these initiatives is to raise general
awareness of the need for financial literacy and to develop the
relevant competencies to manage money. This may result in a
situation whereby those entering retirement are better prepared
to face the challenges of financial decisions in later life.

Harsh times: living on a low income
Members of the Expert Panel and the key informants stressed
that having an adequate income was important. Older people
would otherwise experience constant worry and anxiety about
how they would be able to meet the financial demands of
maintaining adequate diet, clothing, housing and heating. Unlike
other groups in society, older people have limited opportunity to
alter their financial position, as they have minimal earning power
and their ability to earn decreases as age advances. This leads to
a situation where they exist on the money that has been acquired
throughout life or on state pensions and benefits. Those who
have experienced broken work records, a work history of lowpaid employment, reduced earning years (as they brought up a
family or provided long-term care for others) are particularly
disadvantaged. They enter retirement with the prospect of living
the following 20 to 30 years on a low income (Villa et al., 1997;
Ozawa and Lum, 1998; Walker et al., 2000; Bartlett, 2001;
Whetstone, 2002).
The key informants who were reliant on the state retirement
pension and benefits, with little or no access to personal savings,
described how they managed on what they perceived to be less
than a basic income. They experienced a harsh existence. They
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had to make decisions about buying fresh, nutritious food or ‘outof-date and poor quality food’, which enabled them to take part
in inexpensive activities or put a little money aside for repairs to
their home that may arise in the future. Others spoke of not being
able to budget for new clothing and having to request clothing as
gifts or to shop at second-hand shops if the need arose.
Modern society has arranged itself in such a way that there is
great reliance on transport to access super/hypermarkets that
are often located on the periphery of urban districts. While these
stores offer a wider range of cheaper, good quality food, the
consumer needs to calculate the cost of travel to decide if the
savings on the shopping bill merit the additional costs. The ways
in which special offers are made available to customers in these
stores are often based on multiple buys – the ‘buy one get one
free’ or ‘three for the price of two’ offers – which are not
economical to pensioners who mainly live in smaller households.
Some of the participants lived in housing estates that were
far removed from supermarkets. As they were unable to travel
to the nearest supermarket because of poor health, limited
mobility or the lack of money to fund travel, they purchased their
household items and groceries from the local store in their
neighbourhood. These items were often more expensive than
similar items in the larger stores. Consequently, they faced
decisions about purchasing the poorer quality products to reduce
the cost knowing that this may have a detrimental effect on their
health or cutting back on other day-to-day expenditure such as
heating to buy the better food. Many of the participants who
were living on a low income described their life as ‘living on the
breadline’. They were not able to afford ‘a little bit of
entertainment’ or take part in activities that would be fulfilling.
Alongside discussion of their day-to-day experiences of living
on low incomes, the key informants spoke of their spending
priorities. This involved decisions about spending money on their
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immediate needs or setting money aside ‘for a rainy day’ or ‘for
the next catastrophe’. As they had limited financial resources,
the only way to respond to possible crisis situations was to
carefully plan for the possibility that one may occur:
It’s not just about the basics, it is about the unexpected
disasters … If the central heating boiler goes or the cooker
goes or something like that. It is about having the backup resources to get them repaired or get them replaced.
So it’s not just simply weekly expense.
It was difficult, however, to determine when the rainy day had
occurred and to decide to spend capital that could not be replaced.
Other unpredictable, worse situations may arise in the future and
they were concerned about keeping money to enable them to
cope with the unknown situation (see Kempson et al., 2002).
Similar circumstances were described by Whetstone (2002)
when reporting on an ethnographic study of the lives of 50 people,
aged 70 and over, who were living in a deprived area of central
London. She noted that the key money-management strategy that
the participants in the study adopted was to cut back on nonessential items such as clothing or economising in other ways.
Such strategies diminished the social life of older people and
contributed to other problems such as poor physical and mental
health, loneliness and isolation. Other illustrations of the deprivation
that older people who live on a low income experience are found
in a range of literature. For example, Palmer et al. (2002), when
assembling the indicators of income poverty, identified that those
who were dependent on a state pension as their main source of
income spent a quarter less on food than other pensioners. The
fuel picture (Monroe and Marks, 2002) depicts older people as
one of the groups in society who experience fuel poverty because
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of a combination of poor energy efficiency, fuel costs and household
income. In addition, Humphrey and Calder (1990) have found that
being able to have a telephone was a luxury that many older people
could not afford. For many people living in the UK, having a phone
in a house is an essential commodity, as it enables easy and quick
communication with others (Gordon et al., 2000). For older people,
access to a telephone also offers the security that they can maintain
contact with others or contact the emergency services when the
need arises. In Humphrey and Calder’s (1990) study, other
unaffordable items included clothes, redecorating and repairing
the house, replacing worn out or broken furniture and renewing
bedding. This evidence suggests that older people who live on
low incomes experience relative deprivation and social exclusion,
as they are unable to purchase socially perceived necessities
(Howarth et al., 2001). Whetstone (2002, p. 17) concluded that
inclusion in wider society requires an ‘individual to have access to
the range of resources that a majority of their fellow citizens have’.
In addition to living with the reality of social exclusion, this
group of older people also experience the effects of doing without
and restriction in their day-to-day life. Financial insecurity,
diminished control over circumstances, financial dependency,
constant stress and anxiety, lower life satisfaction and diminished
feelings of self-worth are common experiences (George, 1993;
Krause, 1997; Beresford et al., 1999; Ferraro and Su, 1999; Gnich
and Gilhooly, 2001). It can be concluded from this that the impact
of living on a low income in later life has wide-ranging and serious
effects on the quality of an older person’s life.

Reducing income further – poor benefit takeup
The previous discussion suggests that many older people are
living in financial circumstances where they are eligible for a range
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of benefits. Yet, there is considerable evidence that benefit
eligibility in the elderly population exceeds actual take-up (Corden,
1995; Flately, 1999; Bramley et al., 2000; Parker, 2002).
The implications of this for older people who are living on lower
incomes than necessary have focused researchers’ and policy
makers’ attention on understanding the barriers to benefit takeup. These can be broadly categorised as personal and process
barriers. Personal barriers include the stigma associated with
claiming many benefits and negative images of claimants as
‘spongers’ or ‘scroungers’; the threat that benefit claims present
to personal pride and independence; lack of information about
eligibility; and a dislike of the procedures that benefit claiming
involves. The process barriers include limited information; complex
benefit claim processes; problems associated with physical access
to and from the benefit claim office; faceless information services;
and perceived lack of privacy in benefit agency offices (Costigan
et al., 1999; Bramley et al., 2000; Kempson et al., 2002). Although
personal and process barriers have been identified, there is little
recognition of the physical barriers to benefit take-up. Those with
hearing and visual impairments, or those who are unable to
complete forms as a consequence of poor literacy skills, have real
difficulties in negotiating the processes for claiming. Such barriers
require further investigation to understand the problems and to
identify ways of overcoming them.
The Expert Panel and key informants referred to similar issues:

[Many elderly women] do not believe that they have the
right to anything other than a very basic income. And
they will often not even apply for benefits that they are
entitled to because they consider them as not applicable
to them because they haven’t worked you know … They
have to be persuaded that this is something that is
applicable to them.
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This is one of my hobby horses. I know elderly ladies
who were living on a basic state pension and were
unaware that they could claim housing benefit.
Consequently, they were starving themselves. There are
a lot of problems with benefit claiming, it is a minefield
ready to catch the unwary. The battery of forms that have
to be filled in to gain entry to the system is intimidating.
These forms have to be filled in every year! Surely the
Government can devise a simpler procedure.
They suggested that claiming benefits involves learning about
what to apply for, who to approach, and what to disclose to gain
the greatest eligibility. It also involves learning about ‘gateway
benefits’ that give access to a whole range of other benefits:
A man, in his 70s … had existed on the basic state pension
since he retired and … he was entitled to add-on benefits
and went through the whole process … of filling in these
forms and got the grand sum of I think about £5.60. He
never claimed this because he said, ‘I would not stoop to
this, it is an insult this amount of money’. We could not
persuade him that this was a gateway benefit that enabled
him to collect other benefits. The fact that he had gone
through this whole degrading process to get such a small
amount of money was so humiliating to him that he didn’t
want to know anything else. He just didn’t want to know.
We just couldn’t persuade him that he had any other rights
at all.
These are illustrative examples of the difficulties and the
humiliating situations the Expert Panel and the key informants
faced during the transition from living an independent, private
life to one that involved disclosing personal details to unknown
others and being subjected to means testing. They also spoke of
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the fears they had experienced when applying for benefits with
respect to losing the precious little income that they already had.
They did not, therefore, apply for other benefits for which they
may have been eligible.
There was strength of feeling expressed during the Expert
Panel meeting that older people should not be exposed to these
humiliating situations: they were, after all, applying for the financial
support that they were entitled to. The move to developing
personal approaches such as those piloted by the Benefits Agency
Better Government for Older People programme were viewed
as supportive and having the potential to encourage older people
to take up benefits rather than continuing to live in poverty. These
initiatives were aimed at improving take-up of benefits and
included alerting older people to their eligibility for benefits,
establishing information surgeries situated in convenient locations
such as high streets, and creating home visiting and dedicated
telephone helpline services (Chang et al., 2001; Kempson et al.,
2002).
The changes to the payment of benefits via automatic credit
transfer that have taken place during 2003 will present new
challenges and perhaps new barriers to the take-up of benefits.
Older people are concerned that these changes have been
introduced with no consultation. The changes to the payment of
benefits and pensions have been introduced to give people a
wider choice over where to access their benefit cash as part of
the Government’s social and financial inclusion agenda. From an
organisational perspective, this is a cost-effective way of
managing the system of benefit payments as administration costs
will be reduced. For some older people, these changes will have
social and health implications. To those who live alone, going to
the post office is a weekly social event and an opportunity to be
with other people. When they no longer do this they may become
further isolated, lonely and depressed. There will be a cost
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implication for the individual, as people tend to live nearer to a
post office than to a bank. By contrast, those with high levels of
disability who experience difficulty in accessing post offices and
who rely on someone else to collect their pension and benefits
may be helped with the pending changes (Kempson and Whyley,
2001).
The changes will create the need to develop new skills to
manage bank accounts and use modern banking technologies
(Rooney, 2002). Some older people who have bypassed the
computer society will be directly launched into it and they will be
challenged to develop computer skills. In response to these
difficulties, telephone support lines and guidance documents are
available to support people with the new payment systems. Help
the Aged is concerned that older people require additional support
to cope with these changes and they are developing an
information leaflet that provides advice and guidance specifically
aimed at this population.
To address the attitudinal barriers to the take-up of benefits,
Costigan et al. (1999) have suggested that making income support
an automatic payment, and having a single claim for all benefits,
would reduce the complexity of the current system. Although
these strategies have not been widely debated, they are worthy
of attention because the approaches discussed above have
focused primarily on access, information and payment issues.
People’s perceptions of claiming benefits are highly negative and
this is the major barrier to benefit take-up that contributes to
older people living on incomes that are lower than necessary.

The poverty trap
According to Villa et al. (1997), financial security arises from a
combination of savings, a pension and social security. During their
working years, many people attempt to accumulate assets and
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contribute to pension schemes in the belief that they are working
towards financial security for their later years. However, those at
the lower end of the salary scales generate moderate investments
and perhaps a small pension that is enough to bring their income
above the point that they would qualify for income support and
means-tested benefits. In comparison to those qualifying for
minimum income guarantee, they are little better off than those
reliant on means-tested benefits, if not in a worse financial
situation – worse, that is, as a consequence of their lifetime effort
to set aside money for the purposes of being able to experience
an anxiety-free and comfortable old age (Hedges, 1998; Parker,
2002; Whetstone, 2002).
This situation has come to be known as the poverty trap – a
situation that does not reward work and savings. As Bradshaw
(2000) argues, it may be difficult to convince the most affected
groups in society to continue contributing to a private pension
scheme in this situation. In response, the Government has
implemented initiatives, such as changes to the capital rules that
were introduced in April 2001 and the Pension Credit that was
introduced in October 2003. Though Age Concern welcomes
these initiatives, it argues that fundamental changes to the basic
pension are required to ensure that it covers basic living costs
and that it is upgraded annually in line with general living standards
(Parker, 2000; Age Concern, 2001a, 2001b). Evandrou and
Falkingham (1993) have argued that the changes that were made
to the annual process of pension adjustments, which were
introduced in 1980, subsequently led to a decrease in the relative
value of the state pension. Their calculations led them to conclude
that, if the system remained unchanged, the state pension would
be worth only 10 per cent of average earnings by 2020.
For some affected by the poverty trap, their equity is tied up
with their home. In recent years, equity release schemes have
emerged and older people find themselves in situations where
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they make decisions about releasing their capital from the property
or possibly selling it. These are difficult decisions because a home
is more than a building where personal capital is tied up, it is
composed of memories and represents a lifetime of achievement
(Golant, 1998; Heywood et al., 2002). Older people may feel that
they have no other choice than to seek ways of releasing the
money from their property, as they are unable to generate money
from other sources. A member of the Expert Panel stated that:
We have a lot of people in that situation [unable to finance
repairs to their house] … They then have to go back and
release some of the funds from their property [through
equity release schemes].
The members of the Expert Panel argued that the root of the
problem rested with the means-testing approach to determine
whether an individual is or is not eligible for benefits. They
suggested that a different, perhaps more graduated, approach
to access benefits – rather than the sharp cut-off approach – would
reduce the current inequity and that this would encourage younger
people to continue to make financial arrangements for their later
life.

Money and resources for a comfortable later
life
While considerable attention has been given to the plight of older
people who live on low incomes, Age Concern (2002a) highlighted
in its policy position paper on income that average pensioner
incomes had increased during the last 20 years, with those on
high incomes tending to gain more. In 2001, 40 per cent of
pensioners had incomes high enough to make them liable for
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income tax and 2 per cent were liable for the higher rate of tax
(United Kingdom Parliament, House of Commons, 2001). These
statistics indicate that there are older people in the UK who enter
their later years with disposable income.
The older people who considered themselves to be ‘financially
well-off’ or ‘having a decent income’ who took part in this study
described how their financial circumstances affected their lives.
They were no longer bound by the constraints of work
commitments and they had buying power to realise personal
objectives and aspirations. Some of the items that they spent
their money on were:
•

personal items such as clothing and mobile phones

•

leisure and learning activities

•

personal interests

•

travel

•

maintaining their home

•

renewing household items

•

services (such as domestic help) and equipment

•

private health care

•

gifts for family and friends

•

intergenerational transfers of money (such as paying for
their children’s mortgages and grandchildren’s education).
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They argued that having money enabled them to continue to
enjoy their life as they did prior to retirement and to participate
fully in whatever was occurring in society. Many spoke of the
way that they were able to give money to younger members of
their family and how this elicited feelings of comfort and
satisfaction. Their financial resources provided a sense of security
and gave them a ‘feeling of back-up’ to cope with whatever
changes they confronted in their later years.
According to George (1993), the value of income rests with
its potential to be ‘an empowering resource that fosters a sense
of control’ or ‘an illusion of control’ over one’s circumstances
(George, 1993, pp. 19–20). With money and health, an older
person can make independent decisions about their lifestyle,
maintain social contact and determine the extent to which they
engage with the rest of society. This was epitomised in the
following extract from the discussion between members of the
Expert Panel:
Finance is the key really. Well not only to retirement: it is
at all levels. Those that have money are able to participate
[in] its power really. So that you can choose how you
want to live, if you haven’t got money or are restricted in
money you are very limited and you’ve got to have the
sort of environment where people determine how [you
live] … You’ve no choice, have you?
Danigelis and McIntosh (2001) argued, however, that studies
concerning financial satisfaction over-emphasised the importance
of income. They drew on the earlier work of Arber and Ginn (1991)
who placed monetary resources in the general category of
material resources. Other material resources that older people
possess include financial assets (for example, investments and
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pension plans), housing and car ownership. Of equal importance
to material resources, but not directly monetary resources, they
suggest that supportive and health-care resources (caring
resources), and physical well-being and optimal functional abilities
(health resources) form an interlocking ‘Resource Triangle’, in
which different types of resources complement each other (Arber
and Ginn 1991, p. 68).
Through the development of this model, non-monetary
resources can be perceived as functional equivalents to monetary
resources. An example of this would be where family members
provide informal care or assistance with house maintenance
where no financial transaction takes place. In this sense, Danigelis
and McIntosh (2001) suggest that non-monetary resources might
substitute for monetary resources in the minds of people when
they consider their financial situation. With respect to the question
‘Does money matter?’ it may be argued that money is indeed
important to the health and well-being of older people. However,
this is only one of the resources that older people use in their
daily lives and this ought to be taken into consideration in any
appraisal of the importance of money in later life.

Financial resources: a mediator of disability,
ill health and frailty
Levels of disability, ill health and functional dependence on others
to meet personal needs as a consequence of frailty rise with
increasing age. Around four million adults aged 65 and over
(approximately a quarter of this group of people) report longstanding sickness or disability (Jarvis and Tinker, 1999; Palmer et
al., 2002). The direct and indirect costs associated with this for
the individual and their family/carers are well reported. For
example, Argyle’s study of poverty, disability and older carers
highlights the material costs of meeting living and caring expenses
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that include the payment of substitute care, purchase of domestic
help, aids and adaptations to the home, special furniture, and
specialised food and equipment (Argyle, 2001). Spending money
on these items takes up much of the household income and
erodes the older person’s financial assets. In response to this,
Argyle found that many people exercised financial caution when
making decisions about what to spend their money on. Similar
findings were derived from Whetstone’s (2002) study, which
documented the way in which low income compounds the effect
that ill health and disability have on the older person’s quality of
life.
Local authorities are required to provide aids, adaptations and
services to disabled people to enable them to live independent
lives. Therefore, it could be argued that the direct costs of disability
and chronic ill health will not be borne by the older person and
their carers. There is evidence, however, that the processes of
assessment of need (to determine eligibility for aids, equipment
and adaptations to the home) are not responsive to the needs of
older people and their carers. For example, a review of complaints
by the Commission for Local Administration in England (1993)
identified that there were unacceptable waiting times for the very
items older people require to enable them to live in their own
home. One consequence of this situation is that older people, if
they have the money to do so, finance these items themselves
(Age Concern, 1996). Those living in low-income households are
unlikely to have sufficient money to pay for necessary equipment
and assistance. In these situations, the practical demands that
are made on the informal carer increase (Argyle, 2001). As one in
four carers of older people is over retirement age themselves,
this increases the physical, social and emotional burden of caring,
which has an impact on the carer’s health (Howard, 2001).
Older people who are living on modest incomes experience
difficulties and worries about meeting the cost of care and
41

Does money matter?

assistance because they are required to make a contribution to
their package of care. While this financial commitment may be
problematic, other difficulties arise when the package of care
exceeds the funding ceiling that is set by the local authority. In
this situation, the older person can pay the full cost of additional
care, which may outstrip their income, investments and assets.
When they cannot meet the cost of the additional care, they face
the decision to move to a care home.
These issues surface in the debate about payment for longterm care that has been a highly contentious topic in recent years.
During the early 1990s, there were numerous reports in the press
that the older generation was being subjected to asset stripping.
Older people experienced great concern, not only about the move
to care and what life would be like in a care home, but whether
long-term care would be available to them if they were unable to
pay for it. This culminated in the setting up of the Royal
Commission on Long Term Care (United Kingdom Parliament,
1999), which set the background for changes to the regulations
for the payment of long-term care. Concessions have been made
in that health care is now differentiated from social care, but there
remain many discussions about means testing and the payment
of long-term care.
A central theme arising from the Expert Panel discussion and
the key informant interviews was the importance of having money
to purchase what was required to enable older people to maintain
their independence. They argued that this was important because
the prospect of becoming dependent on others for basic needs
was greatly feared, as it threatened self-respect and eroded
dignity. Personal stories were shared during these discussions
to illustrate how the use of money promoted independence and
enhanced the quality of life of those living with disabilities. One
female key informant discussed how she had used her money to
purchase an electronic scooter, which had been very costly. She
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had been housebound for some time and she indicated that being
able to get out and about was liberating. She was able to meet
with friends and she no longer felt lonely and depressed. She
was able to do her shopping and messages. Throughout the
discussion, she reflected on the positive impact that the scooter
had made on her life, enabling her to experience a degree of
satisfaction in life despite her physical limitations.
This evidence illustrates the interrelationships between the
different types of resources – as identified in the Resource Triangle
(Arber and Ginn, 1991) – that older people draw on in their dayto-day lives. Monetary resources can be used to compensate for
lost functional abilities and to buy additional caring resources (see
Clark et al., 1998 for discussion of the importance of being able
to pay for ‘that little bit of help’). The value of monetary resources
does not rest merely with the notion of purchasing power. Having
access to this resource increases an older person’s control over
what is provided and when it is provided. Therefore, autonomy is
enhanced. Those with limited monetary resources and diminished
health resources are particularly vulnerable, as they are unable to
compensate for lost functional abilities and place greater reliance
on their care resources.

Giving control back to older people
dependent on care: direct payments and
brokerage schemes
The previous discussion highlighted the importance of
independence to older people, which is associated with being
able to make choices and to act on them (Collopy, 1988). Older
people living with ill health and disability may lack the ability or
freedom to carry out their decisions while retaining the capacity
to make decisions. If they were able to make decisions about
their life, they would exercise choice over how to live, from whom
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to get assistance and what their assistants would be required to
do. In acknowledgement of this, direct payment and brokerage
schemes have been developed to create a way of increasing
service users’ involvement in decisions about their life (United
Kingdom Parliament, 1997; Hasler et al., 1999).
Direct payments allow service users to be given direct funding
to enable them to purchase help and support, as they need it,
rather than having care packages imposed on them. As such,
direct payment provides a means by which service users can be
empowered in making decisions and having more control over
the help they receive. The involvement of service users becomes
central to the way that services are delivered, rather than minimal
and marginal. For older people from ethnic groups, who may have
needs and preferences not addressed by mainstream services,
this could mean that services that are more acceptable to them
are put in place.
Clark and Spafford (2001) have evaluated the direct payment
scheme. They found that, while the scheme generally provided a
high level of service, there were some barriers and problems,
including the following.
•

People did not take up the scheme because they had
limited social networks and could not find people to do the
caring. Some also found it a daunting prospect.

•

Care managers found it difficult to take ownership of the
scheme and did not have a support scheme.

•

Minority ethnic groups had a low take-up.

•

There were tensions between empowerment and protection
– while the Social Services Department (SSD) wanted to
promote choice and control for older people, it also wanted
to ensure that they were not exploited or put at risk.
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•

The pilot benefited from proactive support from the SSD
involved and from a proactive policy of offering the scheme
to service users.

Clark and Spafford (2001) concluded that the pilot offered much
to service users and potentially enhanced their choice and control
over services. For some older people, the responsibilities of direct
payment may be onerous and unwelcome, particularly in respect
of accounting and employment responsibilities. This may be
particularly the case if people are frail, have sight or hearing
problems, are from ethnic groups, or might otherwise feel
restricted in the degree to which they can engage with the
processes of direct payment.
The brokerage scheme provided by Age Concern, Newcastleupon-Tyne offers support and advice for people wanting to use
direct payments to employ carers. The workers in the scheme
offer support, for example, in drafting advertisements and job
descriptions, managing the interview process and providing a 24hour on-call service to address issues as they arise (e.g. gaps in
care resulting from carers’ sickness). The brokerage support can
range from simply offering advice to carrying out the entire
process on behalf of the service user. Hence, the responsibilities
associated with managing direct payments are reduced for the
older person and they can have as much involvement in decisions
about their care as they desire. The rights of carers are upheld in
this scheme because Age Concern takes on the employment of
carers and assumes employer liability, as well as ensuring that
the conditions of service are the same as other Age Concern
employees.
These schemes provide mechanisms to involve older people
in the decisions that affect their lives and to have choices.
Although these are real benefits, there are risks, responsibilities
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and demands that older people must understand prior to making
the transition to direct payment. Otherwise they may find that
they have increased their vulnerability to their circumstances.

Contribution to society
Though older people who have entered retirement are generally
regarded as not being able or being unable to make an economic
contribution to society, the participants in the study challenged
this. They argued that some older people continue to participate
in the workforce while others make a non-monetary contribution
to society. For example, many older people provide childcare for
grandchildren, domestic work, voluntary work, informal care and
learning activities, while also helping friends and neighbours. In
addition, many older people participate in government committees
set up specifically to involve them in priority-setting decisions for
public spending.
A similar range of activities was identified by Barnes et al.
(2002) when they explored the experiences and expectations of
48 people in their 50s and 60s. They also identified factors that
influenced older people’s participation outside of the labour
market.
•

Few interests were associated with heavy family care
commitments, restricted mobility, recent bereavement and
limited social networks.

•

Many diverse interests were associated with the following
factors – few family care commitments, good social
networks, financial security, gradual withdrawal from work,
strategies to plan for retirement and long-standing nonlabour market interests and involvement.
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The discussions with older people focused particularly on the
contribution of older people as grandparents, volunteers, unpaid
work in committees and informal care. The following discussions
therefore focus on these topics.
Harper (2000) highlighted the way in which increasing longevity
has had an impact on ties across the generations. Children are
now more likely to have surviving grandparents and grandparents
who are more likely to occupy this position for a longer proportion
of their lives. An increasing number of older people provide
childcare for their grandchildren, to enable their own children to
work. In these situations, there may or may not be monetary
exchanges and the activity serves to increase the
interdependence between older and younger members of the
family (Smith et al., 2001). There is evidence that grandchildren
benefit emotionally and cognitively from having a close
relationship with a grandparent (Adkins,1999) and this may
contribute to the older person’s sense of well-being. Excessive
demands to provide childcare, however, can have negative
consequences, such as decreased social networking and
increases in stress for the grandparent (Davidhizar et al., 2000).
It is estimated that 50 per cent of the adult population of the
UK volunteer at least once a year (Lynn and Davis Smith, 1991)
and a significant proportion are older people. It has been found
that the motivation behind volunteering is not just altruism, it
may result from personal interest or merely response to direct
requests. Volunteering also involves social benefits, wider social
networks, physical and mental fitness, meaningful activity, a sense
of purpose and new skills and experience (Dean and Morton,
1995; Krause and Shaw, 2000; Wardell et al., 2000; Reed et al.,
2002). Volunteering, therefore, serves multiple purposes that
meet the needs of those using and providing services. In recent
years, policy makers have had high expectations of volunteers
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and voluntary organisations (Volunteering Unit, 1995) to increase
their range of activity and contribution to service provision.
Nonetheless, there are policy and contracting practices that
present organisational barriers to the extended involvement of
older volunteers. As the policy and regulatory framework for the
voluntary sector is developing, careful consideration needs to be
given to support and value the contribution of older volunteers to
maintain their commitment to this type of activity.
Another form of volunteering has developed in recent years –
that is, participating in committees to give the views of older
people. There has been considerable emphasis on the
involvement of older people in priority setting and service planning
groups in recent government policy. From the perspective of the
volunteers, this type of involvement is important, although it can
equate to unpaid work. It is generally accepted that expenses
will be met, but there are real hidden costs to participation, such
as purchasing suitable clothing. If this type of activity is to be
maintained and encouraged, it needs to be fully funded as a
valuable and recognised activity.
The contribution of older people to the provision of unpaid
care is significant. Older people are more likely to be spouse
carers in contrast to younger carers and they are likely to spend
long periods of time caring (Howard, 2001). For these reasons,
the physical and emotional burden of care is considerable. The
financial cost of care poses additional burdens, as there are extra
care-related costs to meet, such as heating, clothing and laundry.
In situations where alternative personal care is required, the older
person may have to make a contribution to the package of care
or to pay for this out of their savings. In situations where the
older carer perceives that their financial situation has deteriorated,
this has been attributed to the charges for services that they
have faced (Holzausen and Pearlman, 2000).
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This discussion has been an attempt to give illustrations of the
ways in which older people make an important contribution to
society. Often, the contribution is unrecognised, unpaid and
unrewarded. This poses a major challenge: to rethink the way that
making a contribution to society is conceptualised, to include both
monetary and non-monetary contributions as valued resources.
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DISCUSSION

The themes and the literature that have been discussed represent
the issues that are significant to the participants in this study.
There is an extensive and diverse literature about these issues.
However, much of what has been researched and written reflects
the concerns of campaigners, academics, researchers and policy
makers. For this reason, those who study older people and those
who work on their behalf largely overshadow the voice of the
older person in the literature. Consequently, there is a need to
develop a body of knowledge that is grounded in the everyday
experiences of older people and reflects their concerns and
priorities.

Does money matter to older people?
Following examination of the question ‘Does money matter to
older people?’, it has become apparent that it would be more
appropriate to ask the questions ‘how does money matter to
older people?’ and ‘what difference does money make to the
lives of older people?’. The overriding conclusion that can be
drawn from the conversations that we have had with older people
is that money is valued, not as an end in itself, but as a means to
an end. The value of money rests in what it enables you to do
and in the sense of financial security that it gives.
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Having money – issues and concerns
An enjoyable and satisfying later life is one where there are
possibilities to pursue goals and aspirations, and to have enough
money to be able to meet the costs of living in modern society.
These costs include more than being able to pay for the essentials
of food, heating and clothing. The cost of living refers to having
the money to access the range of resources that fellow citizens
accept as essential commodities and the activities that others
enjoy. Without the monetary resources to do this, older people
experience exclusion from a society that is dominated by notions
of consumerism. This highlights the importance of policy that
encourages younger people to make financial decisions about
planning for their later life and developing the necessary skills to
effectively manage their monetary resources.
The concept of social inclusion also implies that you are able to
make a contribution and that that contribution is valued. We have
presented evidence that older people do make a significant
contribution in many ways to society. However, their contribution is
not always recognised. This is fertile ground for further investigation
and there is a need to develop knowledge of means to facilitate
older people to contribute to society in ways that they value.
An increasing proportion of those entering retirement have
private and occupational pensions, financial assets and savings.
These people have the potential to take advantage of the
increasing range of leisure and educational opportunities that are
available. Some, however, do not do this because they have
concerns that the value of their income and financial assets will
deteriorate as a consequence of poor indexing and of the possible
need to pay for care if their health declines. As a consequence,
they make financial decisions to maintain rather than use their
financial resources, so as to ensure that they will have enough
money for the remainder of their life.
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While considerable attention has been given to understanding
the needs and problems of those living on low incomes, little
research has been carried out to understand the issues and
concerns of those who have a modest if not a good income. This
points to gaps in existing knowledge about how older people
experience social inclusion and what helps or inhibits this from
occurring. There is also a need for the development of support
and independent advisory services to enable older people to make
the best decisions about use of their money and to plan for the
future. The development of policies for safeguarding older
people’s assets and their incomes needs further investigation
from the perspective of older people because they are living at a
time in their life when they are unable to generate additional
income.

Involving those on low incomes in decisions
about income
There has been extensive research and campaigning about the
plight of older people who are living on low incomes. There is no
doubt that the lives of older people living in these circumstances
are harsh and impoverished. This is a grinding and never-ending
experience. Acknowledgement of these circumstances has
focused attention on improving the income of older people to
enhance the quality of their lives. ‘How much is enough money?’
is a well-rehearsed political debate that will continue into the
future. The older people that we spoke to were very articulate
about this subject. They referred to the following ways of thinking
about reaching conclusions about this.
1 What do older people need (as defined by objective criteria
and by external assessors)?
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2 What do older people want (as defined by subjective criteria
and by older people themselves)?
3 How can we reach a compromise between 1 and 2?
Perhaps older people and the organisations that campaign on
their behalf should be involved in defining what older people need
and in developing ways in which to include them in the decisionmaking processes about what money they receive and how they
access it. The introductions of the new tax credits and the
transition to new ways of paying benefits through Automated
Credit Transfer are recent initiatives that illustrate lack of
consultation with the very groups that will be affected by these
changes.
The literature that we reviewed highlighted the general dislike
that older people have of the means-testing processes used to
determine eligibility for welfare benefits and the problems
associated with benefit take-up. These issues are well recognised
and there are many campaigns to promote change to the way
that benefits are accessed. Promoting change in ways that are
appropriate and most acceptable to older people may reduce the
problems of benefit take-up. This can be achieved only if it is
known what benefits older people need and what they consider
to be the most appropriate ways for them to receive the benefit.
The development of this knowledge base needs to reflect the
diverse circumstances of older people. For example, there are
many older people from black and minority ethnic groups where
English is their second language and they rely on the support of
community and voluntary groups to assist them in the process
of applying for benefits. Existing processes for claiming benefits
require specialist knowledge and well-developed literacy skills to
complete the relevant forms. Therefore, there is a requirement
for greater knowledge of literacy levels among older people and
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the development of specialist services to support older people
through the process of benefit application.
One response to the problems associated with benefit takeup has been the suggestion of giving universal benefits and
universal concessions to older people. The key advantage to this
is the minimisation of the stigma attached to the process of
claiming benefits. However, this may not be the most effective,
nor the best use of public money. In recognition of the finite
budget that is available for public expenditure, it would be
worthwhile developing a greater understanding of what older
people value, what they will use and what they want. For example,
the winter fuel payment is made to older people as one way of
addressing the problem of fuel poverty in later life. However,
there is still little understanding of older people’s attitudes to
central heating and heating their homes, nor do we fully
understand why people have problems with paying their bills.
While having money gives choice and a sense of control over
one’s circumstances, this has to be balanced with the social
inclusion that universal concessions and benefits bring.

Paying for health and personal care services,
aids, equipment and household adaptations
People are living longer and with advancing age there is an
increased probability of need for services, aids and equipment to
support independent living, or for long-term care. Those taking
part in this study were greatly concerned with the issue of who
pays for this. They expressed the opinion that the better-off older
people have the financial resources to meet the costs of these
services. In this way, they are able to identify what help they
require and to control when and how help is provided. Those on
low incomes, however, are reliant on the services and resources
that are provided by health and social services. This situation
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contributes to service users feeling a lack of control over their
circumstances and experiencing a degree of vulnerability: they
feel that they are at the mercy of what is and what is not provided
by the state.
To address the problem of diminished control, initiatives (such
as direct payment and brokerage schemes) have been developed
to promote the independence and autonomy of older people who
are in receipt of services. These schemes do increase the
involvement of service users in decisions about their care and
how that care is provided, but this level of involvement incurs a
range of responsibilities. The brokerage schemes strive to achieve
a balance between facilitating involvement and enabling the older
person to make decisions about the type of responsibilities that
they are willing and able to fulfil. Evaluation of these schemes
will highlight how older people view them and how they can be
developed.
The way in which health and social care policy has developed
in recent years has led to a situation where service users are
increasingly being required to pay directly for personal social
services or to be means tested to determine eligibility. The
literature provides evidence to show that older people use much
of their disposable income on purchasing services and resources,
sometimes to the detriment of purchasing other essential items
such as food and heating. The strategies that older people use to
eke out their monetary resources, such as restricting levels and
types of support, have been under-investigated. These need to
be understood in order to prioritise service provision in the
interests of older people.
The system for charging for personal care changed in October
2002. This introduced the principle that those with an income
that exceeds the value of income support +30 per cent would
now be eligible to make a contribution to the payment for their
care. In some areas of the country, this resulted in large numbers
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of older people moving to the category of non-contributors and
receiving free personal care services. This has had a major impact
on the budgets of social services departments and it remains to
be seen what influence these changes will have on the range
and quantity of services provided by social services departments.
The introduction of the new system of charging for care may
result in increasing inequality throughout the country, as more
people in affluent areas become eligible to make a personal
contribution. There is also a concern that the new funding
arrangements will lead to a focus on those requiring short-term
care, while those with lesser and more sustained needs will be
squeezed out of the priorities for service provision. If this situation
arises, those who are living on low incomes may find that they
will be expected to pay for a new range of necessary help and
resources, or to live without them.
Paying for health and personal care services, aids, equipment
and household adaptations has been a subject that has been given
much consideration in the literature and in public debate. The
issues that have been discussed here merely flag up some of
the topics and the concerns of those that we were able to talk to
during this study. The discussion, therefore, has not attempted
to ignore other issues, such as the payment of long-term care or
the subject of housing, which are equally important to the lives
of older people. The issues that have been presented here focus
on those that have been given minimal attention elsewhere in
the literature.
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The research team was charged with a mission to develop a ‘thinkpiece’ report, to provoke debate about the role of money in later
life and to identify topics for future research. Throughout the
development of this report, we were able to consult older people
and those who are active in campaigning for them about the
issues that were of greatest concern to them and this guided the
processes of selecting and reviewing the literature. The review
covered an extensive and diverse range of literature. This has
been reported on in a way that presents the views of those who
took part in the study alongside the views of those writing reports
and articles concerning the question of whether money matters
to older people in later life.
The overriding conclusion that was reached following review
of the literature was that money is valued, not as an end, but as
a means to an end. The value of money rests in what it enables
you to do and in the sense of control over personal circumstances
that it gives.
This study found that older people have major concerns about
their income. They have entered a period of their life where there
is little opportunity to increase their income. Indeed, some face
the prospect of the real value of their income decreasing in the
future as a result of poor indexation. In addition, the possibility of
increased expenditure on paying for care, aids, equipment and
adaptations to the home results in those affected experiencing
financial insecurity in later life.
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Older people are disproportionately represented in the lower
income bracket. Considerable evidence has been presented in
this report of the harsh conditions and the problems of living in
these circumstances. These issues are well recognised in the
literature and there are campaigns that are aimed at reducing
pensioner poverty that, no doubt, will continue in the future. There
is little written, however, from the perspective of older people
about their priorities for change. More work needs to be done to
capture these views and to develop ways to involve older people
in decision making.
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