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Continuity and activity theories are often used to study leisure behavior but
have limitations that hinder their application to older adults. Two theories from
Lifespan Development Psychology—selection, optimization, and compensa-
tion (SOC) and socioemotional selectivity—are increasingly used in inter-
disciplinary research on older adults and are likely to contribute to the study
of leisure behavior. Selection, optimization, and compensation theory describes
how older adults set and pursue goals. Socioemotional selectivity theory de-
scribes continuity and change in social relationships. Both theories are empir-
ically robust but have only been applied to leisure research in a few instances.
Despite limited attention by leisure researchers, these theories provide a unique
perspective on later life that may enhance the explanation and prediction of
older adults' leisure pursuits and related relationships. If SOC or socioemo-
tional selectivity theories are used to guide leisure research, the mechanisms
that older adults use to adapt to changes in later life and their sources of social
support must be addressed. The following article describes SOC and socio-
emotional selectivity theories, their relevance to leisure research, and provides
guidance for using them in research on leisure behavior.

KEYWORDS: Aging, research, selection, optimization, and compensation theory, so-
cioemotional selectivity theory.

Introduction

Continuity theory and, to a lesser degree, activity theory are widely used
to explain and predict leisure activities and social patterns of older adults.
These theories, however, have limitations which hinder their ability to predict
behavior accurately. Two theories based on Lifespan Development Psychol-
ogy, selection, optimization, and compensation (SOC) and socioemotional
selectivity, are increasingly used in gerontology, human development, and
psychology to study older adults' behavior (Bakes, 2003; Baltes & Carstensen,
1999; Lawton & Schaie 1991; Schaie & Willis, 2002) and appear to provide
guidance for refining leisure research. Both theories predict successful aging
when the investment of resources (e.g. time or energy) is maintained or
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altered in desirable ways. SOC theory predicts that people who age success-
fully employ three basic strategies: (1) selection, (2) optimization, and (3)
compensation. Selection refers to identifying and reprioritizing goals, optim-
ization refers to maximizing performance, and compensation refers to adapt-
ing to current or anticipated limitations. Socioemotional selectivity theory
predicts that, as perceived time left diminishes, people discard peripheral
relationships and focus on important ones, such as those with close family
members and friends. Despite an overall decline in the number of relation-
ships, this process appears to be positively related to affective well-being in
older adults and may even promote it by enabling them to focus their limited
time and energy on relationships that are most beneficial while avoiding
those that are inconsequential or detrimental. A growing body of research
exists to support SOC and socioemotional selectivity theories and they ap-
pear to be broadly generalizable. While they have been used to study leisure
behavior in only a few instances, the theories appear to be relevant. In par-
ticular, SOC and socioemotional selectivity may be used in conjunction with
or in place of continuity and activity theories. Doing so will require leisure
researchers to consider the mechanisms that older adults use to adapt to
changes in later life and their sources of social support.

Current Theories

Continuity theory is commonly used in the study of older adults' leisure
behavior (Godbey, 1999; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). It stipulates that age re-
lated changes threaten inner psychological well-being and outward social
behavior (Atchley, 1989). The theory predicts that older adults who use fa-
miliar strategies to adapt to changes associated with aging can preserve inner
and outward states and, ultimately, well-being. Continuity is thought to exist
in three realms: (1) the maintenance of inner psychological states, (2) the
maintenance of outward social behavior, and (3) the methods people use to
negotiate change. General hypotheses based on continuity theory are,

1. Older adults who maintain inner psychological states have higher
rates of well-being.

2. Older adults who maintain outward behavior have higher rates of
well-being.

3. Older adults who use familiar strategies to adapt to changes have
higher rates of well-being.

Leisure researchers who use continuity theory measure variables pertaining
to inner psychological states, outward behavior, and adaptation strategies and
predict a positive relationship between continuity in these variables and well-
being. Of these, predicting outward leisure behavior, such as rates of activity
participation or social interaction, is of particular interest.

While continuity theory is often use to study older adults' leisure, its
usefulness in explaining and predicting older adults' behavior is limited (Ma-
tras, 1990). The theory only applies to people who experience "normal ag-
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ing", not "pathological aging" (Atchley, 1989, p. 183). People aging normally
are described as "independent adults with persistent self-concepts and iden-
tities. They can successfully meet their needs for income, housing, health
care, nutrition, clothing, transportation, and recreation" (p. 184). In con-
trast, people who experience pathological aging are those "who cannot meet
their own needs because they are disabled or poor" (p. 184). Atchley ac-
knowledges that "external continuity is a less practical adaptive strategy" for
people who experience pathological aging and suggests that "continuity the-
ory is not very helpful in understanding the external reality" of this group,
a primary concern of leisure researchers (p. 184).

In addition to continuity theory, its forerunner, activity theory, is still
used in investigations of older adults' leisure (Fernandez, Zamarron, & Ruiz,
2001; John, 1996; Reitzes, Mutran, & Verrill, 1995; Zaranek & Chapleski,
2005). Activity theory predicts that high rates of social interaction contribute
to older adults' affective well-being (Lemon, Bengston, & Peterson, 1972;
Longino 8c Kart, 1982). The theory assumes that interpersonal contact is
essential to maintaining self-concept and people derive meaning from the
roles that they occupy. In later life, many of these roles, such as worker or
spouse, are eliminated or altered and these changes minimize social contact.
Older adults who replace relationships through leisure, thereby simulating
social interaction patterns of early adulthood, tend to be healthier than those
who do not. One general hypothesis based on activity theory is,

Older adults who have high rates of social interaction, particularly in informal
groups, are more likely to find meaningful relationships and, consequently,
have higher rates of affective well-being.

Leisure researchers who use activity theory measure rates of social interaction
and predict a positive relationship between it and affective well-being. A
growing body of literature, however, questions the merit of activity theory
(Lemon et al., 1972; Lennartsson & Silverstein, 2001; Menec, 2003). In par-
ticular, physical health, rather than rates of social interaction, appears to
account for variations in affective well-being (Lee 8c Markides, 1990).

Lifespan Development Psychology

While continuity and activity theories have limitations that hinder their
prediction of older adults' leisure behavior, two theories from Lifespan De-
velopment Psychology, selection, optimization, and compensation and so-
cioemotional selectivity, appear to augment it. Lifespan Development Psy-
chology examines growth and decline throughout the life course and is
based on three principles of development that contribute to the understand-
ing of SOC and socioemotional selectivity theories. First, growth is bound by
people's competencies and the demands of their environment (Freund, Li,
& Baltes, 1999; Lawton, 1989). Second, resources, including skills, objects,
and relationships, are finite and fluctuate throughout the life course (Baltes
& Carstensen, 1996; Freund et al., 1999; Lang & Carstensen, 1994). Third,
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development is a dynamic process. Some aspects improve while others si-
multaneously degrade (Freund et al., 1999; Lang & Carstensen, 1994).
Included in the latter point are two key concepts, multidirectional devel-
opment and multifunctionality. Multidirectional development refers to con-
current growth and recession within or across domains. For example, a man
may improve his cardiovascular health by riding a bike but simultaneously
experience a decline in his eyesight due to macular degeneration. Multi-
functionality describes the dynamic relationship between gains and losses
within or across domains. Since resources are finite, gains, which consume
resources, lead to losses and losses, which free up resources, facilitate gains.
For example, a gardener who wants a raised flowerbed may decide to build
it herself or pay someone to build it for her. If she does the work herself,
she will save money but expend time and energy. If she pays someone else
to build it, she will save time and energy but spend money.

Using theories based upon Lifespan Development Psychology is advan-
tageous in two respects. First, unlike continuity and activity theory, which
emphasize decrement, they take growth and decline into account to provide
a more accurate model of development in old age (Baltes & Carstensen,
2003). Cognition, for example, has been firmly established as a multidimen-
sional domain in which some aspects tend to decline early in life while others
develop in maturity (Schaie, 2005). Second, these theories address the het-
erogeneous ways in which older adults define and measure success (Baltes
& Carstensen, 2003). While high levels of physical fitness maybe considered
successful aging by some, for many older adults, simply maintaining resi-
dence in a private home constitutes successful aging (Bayer & Harper, 2000).

Selection, Optimization, and Compensation Theory

Selection, optimization, and compensation theory describes "the proc-
esses that people use to reach goals under increasing limitations in re-
sources" (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Baltes & Carstensen, 1996, p. 399). It has
been used to study a wide rage of phenomena, including economics (Behr-
man, 2003; Chou & Chi, 2002), but has been primarily applied to various
domains of health including: disability adjustment and life management
(Gignac, Cott, & Badley, 2002; Freund & Baltes, 1998; 2002; Ryan, Anas,
Beamer, & Bajorek, 2003); social relationships (Lang 8c Carstensen, 1994);
and cognition (Li, Lindenberger, Freund, & Baltes, 2001).

Component Processes

SOC suggests that older adults who age successfully employ three basic
strategies to sustain themselves and grow: (1) selection, (2) optimization, and
(3) compensation (Baltes & Carstensen, 1996, 2003; Freund et al., 1998).
Selection refers to the judicious use of limited resources, such as energy or
time. It includes goal identification, prioritization, and commitment. In ad-
dition to establishing and modifying goals, selection includes eliminating
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unattainable goals. For example, a highly intellectual but physically uncoor-
dinated man is likely to set goals related to the cognitive domain and largely
ignore the physical one. Selection takes two forms, elective and loss-based.
Elective selection refers to choice in goals. For example, a volunteer who is
presented with two opportunities but only has time for one commitment,
must pick one or the other. Loss-based selection refers to goal alteration in
response to losses or anticipated losses. For example, a retiree who misses
the companionship of co-workers may set a goal of becoming involved in a
church congregation. In summary, selection is a deliberate process of estab-
lishing, refining, and relinquishing goals and may be proactive or reactive.

Optimization is the process of maximizing performance by capitalizing
on internal and external resources (Baltes & Carstensen, 1996, 2003; Freund
et al., 1998). It includes factors such as the degree of focus, the timing of
goal pursuit, the tenacity with which goals are pursued, learning new skills,
modeling others who are successful, developing resources, and adjusting the
degree of investment and the amount of time dedicated to goals (Baltes &
Carstensen, 1996, 2003; Freund et al., 1998). For example, a man who wishes
to write his autobiography of World War II may learn to use a computer so
he can more efficiently pursue his goal. He has optimized his effort by cre-
ating circumstances that facilitate success.

Compensation is the process of adapting to limitations that interfere
with goals. It includes the use of assistive technology, obtaining help from
others, developing new skills and resources, employing previously discarded
skills and resources, devoting more energy, dedicating more time, and mod-
eling others who compensate well (Baltes & Carstensen, 1996, 2003; Freund
et al., 1998). For example, many older adults enjoy reading but find that it
is increasingly difficult due to declining eyesight. Using a large print books
or books on tape are compensatory strategies facilitate goal pursuit.

While the elements of SOC are thought to work together (Baltes &
Carstensen, 1996, 2003), one or two may be favored. Abraham and Hansson
(1995) suggest that people who have more self-determination in their work
are more likely to favor selection rather than optimization and compensa-
tion. They also suggest that people who have "tenacious, problem-oriented"
coping methods at work rely on optimization more than selection and com-
pensation (Abraham & Hansson, 1995, p. P100). Freund and Baltes (1998)
suggest that, for the oldest old, optimization and compensation are more
closely associated with successful aging than selection. Various circumstances,
personality types, and demographic characteristics may favor one or two por-
tions of the SOC theory instead of all three elements equally. One general
hypothesis based on SOC is,

Older adults who use selection, optimization, and compensation strategies to
identify and pursue goals will adapt to aging better than those that do not.

SOC requires researchers to measure goal identification, alteration, and ter-
mination (selection), the use of optimizing strategies, and the use of com-
pensation strategies. Freund and Baltes (1998, 1999, 2002) have developed
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short and long questionnaires to assess these dimensions. A positive relation-
ship between the frequency of use of these strategies and well-being is pre-
dicted.

Generalizability

SOC appears robust across various demographic groups. The theory has
been applied to people from various cultures including Americans (Abraham
& Hansson, 1995), Canadians (Gignac et al., 2002), Chinese (Chou & Chi,
2002), and Germans (Freund & Bakes, 2002; Lang & Carstensen, 1994; Li
et al., 2001). It has also been applied to people in various age groups in-
cluding youth (Sherrod, 2001), middle-aged adults (Abraham & Hansson,
1995; Li et al., 2001), and older adults (Freund & Bakes, 1998, 1999; Lang
& Carstensen, 1994). Investigations with older adults indicate that employing
the SOC strategies predicts "satisfaction with aging, lack of agitation, [and]
absence of emotional and social loneliness" (Freund & Baltes, 1998, p. 540).
It is also moderately correlated with "subjective aging well" (Freund & Baltes,
1999, p. 700).

Critiques

While SOC is not widely criticized, two issues remain. First, the theory
appears to be less salient for older adults who have profound limitations
since they have fewer opportunities to make selections and diminished ca-
pacity to reallocate resources (Baltes, 2003; Freund & Baltes, 1998). Second,
SOC theory suggests that people's actions are rational. While this may be
true in many instances, inspiration also shapes behavior (Pieper, 1998). At
most, therefore, SOC contributes to the explanation and prediction of ra-
tional behavior.

SOC Theory and Leisure Studies

Despite its use in inter-disciplinary research, SOC has been applied to
the study of older adults' leisure in few instances. Lang, Rieckmann, and
Baltes (2002) used SOC to examine continuity and change in older adults'
everyday functioning, including leisure. A sample of 195 older adults from
the Berlin Aging Study provided three waves of longitudinal data. It was
hypothesized that people who were resource rich (had stronger "sensori-
motor, cognitive, personality, and social resources") were more likely to use
SOC strategies, live longer, and fare better in everyday activities than those
who were resource poor (p. P501). Their hypotheses were confirmed. People
who were resource rich demonstrated higher rates of selection, including
leisure specialization, and optimization. They participated in a narrower set
of leisure pursuits (selection), devoted variable amounts of time to them
(selection), and spent less time "doing nothing" (optimization, p. P508).
People who were resource poor, many of whom died during the survey, dem-
onstrated lower rates of selection and optimization but increased rates of
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compensation. They reported longer periods of passivity (absence of selec-
tion), more time sleeping (compensation), and diversity within their most
important leisure pursuits (absence of selection).

Since SOC neady fits with key concepts in therapeutic recreation, goal
pursuit under limiting conditions (Van Andel, 1998; Dattilo, Kleiber, and
Williams, 1998), it has been used as a heuristic device for analyzing older
adult's choices and coping strategies in leisure pursuits. Ryan et al. (2003)
examined reading, including reading for pleasure, in 26 older Canadians
who had visual impairments. Participants in the study demonstrated numer-
ous examples of SOC including discontinuing some types of reading (selec-
tion), learning how to use talking book players (optimization), and using
numerous assistive devices including powerful lights and magnifiers (com-
pensation). Boothman and Savell (2004) developed a leisure assessment for
nursing home residents based on SOC. They found the selection component
of the theory particularly useful and used it to match environmental de-
mands with motivations for leisure.

Incorporating SOC into Leisure Research

While continuity theory may explain and predict the outward leisure
behavior of older adults who experience normal aging, it is inadequate to
do so for older adults who experience pathological aging (Atchley, 1989)
which is an inevitable part of later life. Predictions of outward leisure be-
havior of people with health or financial limitations may be improved if a
series of hypotheses that combine continuity and SOC theories are used.
Hypotheses which reflect this approach are,

1. The reexamination of leisure related goals and associated behavior
promotes well-being (SOC).

2a. If pathological aging does not impact important goals, continuity in
outward leisure behavior promotes well-being (continuity).

2b. If pathological aging does impact important goals, the use of optim-
ization or compensation enables goal pursuit and promotes well-
being (SOC and continuity). While outward leisure behavior is al-
tered somewhat, a general sense of continuity is maintained.

3. If pathological aging renders leisure goals impractical or meaning-
less, discontinuing related behavior promotes well-being (SOC).

To test these hypotheses, researchers would examine the continuity and
change of leisure goals and related behavior and compare it to measures of
well-being. The indicators of well-being would depend on the focus of the
research but may include mastery, positive affect, or absence of loneliness.
Ideally, longitudinal or sequential designs combining cross-sectional and lon-
gitudinal data would be used to determine the degrees of continuity and
change in leisure goals (Schaie & Willis, 2002). Grand theories, such as con-
tinuity, cannot accurately predict the heterogeneity of later life or its proc-
esses (Utz, Carr, Nesse, & Wortman, 2000). However, when combined with
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SOC, they may be used to predict the subtle ways in which leisure behavior
evolves throughout later life.

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory

Socioemotional selectivity theory predicts changes in social network size
and composition throughout the life course (Carstensen, 1991). It should
be of particular interest to leisure researchers because, while many leisure
activities are solitary, most occur within the social realm. When examining
participation in leisure activities, therefore, it is important to describe the
interpersonal relationships that are often associated with them (Hong &
Duff, 1997; Kelly, 1993; Longino & Kart, 1982). Moreover, companionship
and social support become increasingly important motivators for leisure par-
ticipation in later life (Iso-Ahola, 1989; Kelly & Godbey, 1992; Lawton, 1993).
As Mannell and Kleiber (1997) suggested, "it is not the activity per se that
is important, it is what the activity and its social context mean to" older adults
(p. 267). Thus, social relationships are not only a fundamental part of many
leisure pursuits, but, for older adults, the primary goal. Since socioemotional
selectivity theory predicts continuity and change in older adults' social pat-
terns, it holds great potential for explaining and predicting their leisure
participation.

Socioemotional selectivity theory explains the composition of social net-
works in terms of perceived time left. When perceived time left is short, as
it is in late life, people spend their limited resources on close and important
relationships, such as those with family members and old friends, and dis-
regard tangential ones (Carstensen, Gross, & Fung, 1998; Charles & Carsten-
sen, 1999; Lang & Carstensen, 1994; Lang, Staudinger, & Carstensen, 1998).
Selecting relationships based on perceived time left alters the composition
of social networks in two ways. First, discarding peripheral relationships
makes social networks smaller (Lang & Carstensen, 1994). Second, social
circles include a high proportion of close and important relationships (Car-
stensen et al., 1998; Lang et al., 1998).

While developing smaller social networks is often viewed as harmful
(Lemon et al., 1972; Longino & Kart, 1982), socioemotional selectivity theory
predicts that this process is helpful because it regulates emotions, an increas-
ingly important competence in later life (Baltes & Carstensen, 1999; Car-
stensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999; Carstensen et al., 1998; Fredrickson &
Carstensen, 1990). Emotion regulation refers to processes that people use to
alter emotions or reactions to them. It takes two forms, antecedent-focused
and response-focused (Gross & Levenson, 1997). Antecedent-focused emo-
tion regulation is behavior that preempts harmful emotions. Avoiding new
social contacts is an example. Response-focused emotion regulation is be-
havior that moderates the response to or the appraisal of an incident after
it has occurred. Discontinuing meaningless or detrimental relationships is
an example. Actively selecting relationships based on their contribution to
emotional well-being is an adaptive measure that predicts affective well-being.
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It avoids investing limited resources (such as energy) in relationships that
do not have the time to develop and frees resources up so that they may be
used to cultivate established relationships with important people. Support
for this supposition comes from the Berlin Aging Study in which 90 year
olds reported smaller social circles but higher rates of closeness than those
in their 70's and 80's (Lang et al., 1998).

It is important to note that age, in and of itself, is not directly linked to
social network composition. Younger people with terminal illnesses demon-
strate a preference for smaller and more intimate social networks (Carsten-
sen & Fredrickson, 1998) while older adults who imagine that they have 20
or more years to live do not (Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990). In general,
however, low amounts of perceived time left and age are highly correlated
such that older adults demonstrate a preference for smaller intimate social
circles. As expected, this pattern is most apparent in older adults with disa-
bilities (Charles & Carstensen, 1999). As age related functional limitations
increased, peoples' resources are taxed and they are forced to prioritize most
aspects of their lives including relationships. One general hypothesis based
on socioemotional selectivity theory is,

When perceived time left is limited, maintaining or enhancing intimate rela-
tionships while decreasing tangential ones promotes affective well-being.

Generalizability

Socioemotional selectivity theory is supported by an extensive body of
innovative and rigorous research (Schulz, 1998). A number of cross-sectional
and longitudinal studies have been conducted to substantiate it (Carstensen,
1992; Carstensen & Fredrickson, 1998; Fung, Carstensen, & Lang, 2001;
Fung, Carstensen, & Lutz, 1999, Fung, Lai, & Ng, 2001; Lang & Carstensen,
1994, 2002; Lang et al., 1998). In addition to experimental studies, the in-
fluence of time left on patterns of social interaction is apparent in real-world
events (Fung, Carstensen, 8c Lang, 2001; Fung et al., 1999). The generaliz-
ability of the theory has been examined in regard to personality type (Lang
et al., 1998), family composition (Lang et al., 1998), culture (Fung, Carsten-
sen, & Lang, 2001; Fung et al., 1999; Fung, Lai, & Ng, 2001), and age cohort
(Lansford, Sherman, 8c Antonucci, 1998). In each case, a preference for
smaller but meaningful social networks was apparent when perceived time
left was limited.

Critiques

Socioemotional selectivity theory is limited in four respects. First, it as-
sumes that social relationships serve a purpose. In particular, they contribute
to the affective domain by improving emotion regulation. An aspect of social
relationships that is not addressed by socioemotional selectivity theory is the
role of social relationships as a form of entertainment (Mannell & Kleiber,
1997). Second, limited perceived time left is ill defined. Fredrickson and
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Carstensen (1990) provide only a rough indication, less than 20 years. The
trajectory of the relationship between the amount of perceived time left and
behavior is unknown. Third, the nature of relationships is likely to limit the
explanatory and predictive power of socioemotional selectivity theory. Older
adults may maintain deleterious relationships with family or formal care-
givers due to social convention, ease, or need. The theory is likely to be
more useful in examining continuity and discontinuity of friendships since
they are voluntary. Fourth, in some extreme cases older adults may not have
very close social contacts due to death, disability, or relocation. In such cases,
socioemotional selectivity theory would not be useful in predicting emotional
well-being (Pinquart &; Sorensen, 2003).

Use in Leisure Studies

Socioemotional selectivity theory has been associated with leisure studies
in several instances. It was used to predict volunteer motivations in a study
conducted by psychologists with mixed results (Okun & Schultz, 2003). After
a meta-analysis of the literature revealed six motivations for increasing and
continuing volunteering behavior, a sample of 523 older adults associated
with International Habitat for Humanity completed a Volunteer Functions
Inventory. Consistent with socioemotional selectivity theory, older respon-
dents reported lower rates of two types of motivation, acquiring career re-
lated experience and understanding others. In contrast to the theory, how-
ever, age (which was used as a proxy for perceived time left) was not
predictive of four other types of motivation: (1) enhancing self-esteem, (2)
reducing negative affect, (3) exercising values, and (4) making friends. De-
spite the inconclusive findings in this study, Carstensen and her colleagues
(1998) identify leisure as an important realm in older adults' lives to which
socioemotional selectivity theory may be applied. The theory was also in-
cluded in a recent leisure studies textbook (McGuire, Boyd, 8c Tedrick,
2004).

A stronger argument for adopting socioemotional selectivity theory in
leisure research is its congruence with several trends in older adults' leisure
behavior. The notion that familiar, rather than novel, relationships are more
desirable in later life is consistent with studies of novelty and stability in
leisure over the life course. Iso-Ahola, Jackson, and Dunn (1994) suggested
that the need for arousal varies throughout the life course and that older
adults' "need for novelty may be satisfied within a narrower scope of activi-
ties" (p. 245) Therefore, expanding or replacing leisure pursuits, including
relationships, appears to be less beneficial in later life (Mannell & Kleiber,
1997). The purposeful and adaptive narrowing of social networks described
by socioemotional selectivity is also congruent with leisure specialization.
Bryan (1979) argued that people engaged in leisure go through several
stages of specialization ranging from the general to the specific. Similarly,
Stebbins (1992) suggested that people who specialize in leisure pursuits tend
to move through a hierarchy from "dabbler", the least serious, to "amateur",
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the most serious. While Bryan and Stebbins described specialization of lei-
sure pursuits, socioemotional selectivity theory describes a specialization of
social relationships. Given the relevance of socioemotional selectivity theory
to established concepts in leisure, the importance of social contacts in older
adults' leisure, and its prominence in inter-disciplinary research, the theory
appears to be an important tool for explaining and predicting older adults'
leisure behavior.

Incorporating Socioemotional Selectivity Theory into Leisure Research

Socioemotional selectivity may be used as a substitute for activity theory.
Fundamental aspects of the theories are similar. Both assume that meaning-
ful social relationships promote affective well-being. While they share this
assumption, they explain different mechanisms by which optimal mental
health is achieved. A hypothesis of activity theory is,

The formation of new relationships in later life leads to the development of
some meaningful ones, and meaningful relationships promote affective well-
being. In short, the formation of new relationships in later life facilitates affec-
tive well-being.

In contrast, socioemotional selectivity theory explains that perceived
time left in later life is limited so new relationships are unlikely to have the
time to develop into meaningful ones. A more efficient use of older adults'
limited resources is to avoid superficial relationships, including new ones,
and promote interaction in established meaningful relationships. Hypotheses
of socioemotional selectivity theory are,

1. The formation of new relationships in later life does not markedly
promote affective well-being.

2. Limiting social interaction to meaningful relationships leads to op-
timal affective well-being.

To test these hypotheses, leisure researchers would examine the frequency
of contact with close and important people as well as tangential people and
compare it to measures of affective well-being such as closeness, compatibil-
ity, or loneliness. Lang and Carstensen have developed two strategies for
assessing contact with close and tangential people (1994, 2002; Lang et al.,
1998) which may be of use to investigators. In addition to these variables, a
gage of perceived time left is essential to the analysis. Age may be used as a
proxy but is imprecise. A better approach is to assess perceived time left
directly. An item such as "I have the feeling that my time is coming to an
end", which may be answered using a 5-point Likert scale anchored by almost
never true and almost always true, can be used (F. Lang, personal communi-
cation, November 17, 2005).

Conclusion

The development of theory used to study older adults' behavior is an
evolutionary process (Hendricks & Achenbaum, 1999; Lynott & Lynott,
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1996). Theories based upon Lifespan Development Psychology augment the
explanation of older adults' behavior, which is complex, and results in more
precise predictions than continuity or activity theory. They acknowledge that
later life includes growth, as well as recession, and the interplay of resource
investment.

SOC predicts a positive relationship between the use of selection, optim-
ization, and compensation strategies and successfully aging. Selection refers
to identifying, refining, and terminating goals. Optimization and compen-
sation refer to maximizing performance and adapting to current or antici-
pated limitations respectively. The theory appears to be empirically valid and
broadly generalizable. While SOC has been applied to a variety of subjects,
it has been used to study leisure behavior in few instances. The theory, how-
ever, is congruent with key concepts in leisure studies and holds potential
for refining research in this area.

Socioemotional selectivity theory predicts that, as perceived time left to
live diminishes, affective well-being is highest among people who discard
peripheral relationships and focus on important ones, such as those with
close family members and friends. Despite causing an overall decline in the
number of relationships, this process appears to be positively related to af-
fective well-being in older adults and may even promote it by enabling them
to focus their limited time and energy on relationships that are most bene-
ficial while avoiding those that are inconsequential or detrimental. These
assertions appear to be robust regardless of personality, family structure, cul-
tural background, or cohort affiliation. Like SOC, socioemotional selectivity
theory is increasingly used in inter-disciplinary research but has been used
to study leisure behavior in few instances. Socioemotional selectivity theory,
however, appears to be especially valuable to leisure research since social
relationships are an increasingly important element in older adults' leisure.

"Developing a valid and reliable scheme for appraising the salient do-
mains of leisure and (other types of) productive activities is "one of the most
challenging tasks of the time-use researcher" (Klumb & Baltes, 1999, p. S273;
parentheses added by authors). SOC and socioemotional selectivity theories
appear to provide important perspectives on older adults' behavior that is
not found in continuity and activity theories. If SOC and socioemotional
selectivity are utilized in leisure research, explanations and predictions of
older adults' engagement in leisure activities and related relationships is
likely to improve.

References

Abraham, J. D., & Hansson, R. O. (1995). Successful aging at work: An applied study of selection,
optimization, and compensation through impression management. Journal of Gerontology:
Psychological Sciences, 50B, P94-P103.

Atchley, R. C. (1989). A continuity theory of normal aging. Gerontologist, 29, 183-190.
Baltes, M. M., 8c Carstensen, L. L. (1996). The process of successful ageing. Ageing and Society,

16, 397-422.



510 BURNETT-WOLLE AND GODBEY

Baltes, M. M., & Carstensen, L. L. (1999). Social-psychological theories and their application to
aging: From individual to collective. V. L. Bengtson & K. W. Schaie (Eds.), Handbook of
theories of aging (pp. 209-226). New York, NY: Springer Publishing.

Baltes, M. M., 8c Carstensen, L. L. (2003). The process of successful aging: Selection, Optimi-
zation, and Compensation. In U. M. Staudinger & U. Linderberger (Eds.), Understanding
human development: Dialogues with lifespan psychology (pp. 81-104), New York, NY: Kluwer Ac-
ademic Publishers.

Baltes, P. B. (2003). On the incomplete architecture of human ontogeny: Selection, Optimiza-
tion, and Compensation as foundation of developmental theory. In U. M. Staudinger & U.
Linderberger (Eds.), Understanding human development: Dialogues with lifespan psychology (pp.
17-44), New York, NY: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Baltes, P. B., & Baltes, M. M. (1990). Psychological perspectives on successful aging: The model
of Selective Optimization with Compensation. In P. B. Baltes and M. M. Baltes (Eds.), Suc-
cessful aging: Perspectives from the behavioral sciences (pp. 1-34). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Bayer, A. H., & Harper, L. (2000). Fixing to stay: A national survey on housing and home modification
issues. Washington, DC: AARP.

Behrman, J. R. (2003). An economic perspective on Selection, Optimization, and Compensation
(SOC). In U. M. Staudinger 8c U. Linderberger (Eds.), Understanding human development-
Dialogues with lifespan psychology (pp. 125-156), New York, NY: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Boothman, S. & Savell, K. (2004). Development, reliability, and va lidity of the Measurable As-
sessment In Recreation For Resident-Centered Care (MARRC). Therapeutic Recreation Journal,
38, 382-393.

Bryan, H. (1979). Conflict in the great outdoors. University, AL: The University of Alabama.
Carstensen, L. L. (1991). Selectivity Theory: Social activity in life-span context. In M. P. Lawton

(Series Ed.) & K. W. Schaie (Vol. Ed.), Annual review of gerontology and geriatrics: Vol. 11 (pp.
195-214). New York, NY: Springer Publishing.

Carstensen, L. L. (1992). Social and emotional patterns in adulthood: Support for Socioemo-
tional Selectivity Theory. Psychology and Aging 7, 331-338.

Carstensen, L. L., & Fredrickson, B. L. (1998). Influence of HIV status and age on cognitive
representations of others. Health Psychology, 17, 494-503.

Carstensen, L. L., Gross, J. J., & Fung, H. H. (1998). The social context of emotional experience.
In M. P. Lawton (Series Ed., Vol. Ed.) & K. W. Schaie (Vol. Ed.), Annual review of gerontology
and geriatrics: Vol. 17. Focus on emotion and adult development (pp. 325-352). New York, NY:
Springer Publishing.

Carstensen, L. L., Isaacowitz, D. M., & Charles, S. T. (1999). Taking time seriously: A theory of
Socioemotional Selectivity. American Psychologist, 54, 165-181.

Charles, S. X, 8c Carstensen, L. L. (1999). The role of time in the setting of social goals across
the life span. In T. M. Hess & F. Blanchard-Fields (Eds.), Social cognition and aging (pp. 319-
342), New York, NY: Academic Press.

Chou, K. L., & Chi, I. (2002). Financial strain and life satisfaction in Hong Kong elderly Chinese:
Moderating effect of life management strategies including Selection, Optimization, and
Compensation. Aging and Mental Health, 6, 172-177.

Dattilo, J., Kleiber, D., & Williams, R. (1998). Self-determination and enjoyment enhancement:
A psychologically based service delivery model for therapeutic recreation. Therapeutic Rec-
reation Journal, 32, 258-271.

Fernandez, B. R., Zamarron, M. D., Ruiz, M. A. (2001). The contribution of socio-demographic
and psychosocial factors to life satisfaction. Ageing and Society, 21, 25-43.

Fredrickson, B. L., & Carstensen, L. L. (1990). Choosing social partners: How old age and
anticipated endings make people more selective. Psychology and Aging, 5, 335-347.



REFINING RESEARCH 511

Freund, A. M., & Baltes, P. B. (1998). Selection, Optimization, and Compensation as strategies
of life management: Correlations with subjective indicators of successful aging. Psychology
and Aging, 13, 531-543.

Freund, A. M. & Baltes, P. B. (1999). Selection, Optimization, and Compensation as strategies
of life management: Correction to Freund and Baltes (1998). Psychology and Aging, 14, 700-
702.

Freund, A. M., & Baltes, P. B. (2002). Life-management strategies of Selection, Optimization,
and Compensation: Measurement by self-report and construct validity. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 82, 642-662.

Freund, A. M., Li, K. Z. H., & Baltes, P. B. (1999). Successful development and aging: The role
of Selection, Optimization, and Compensation. InJ. Brandtstadter & R. M. Lerner (Eds.),
Action & self-development: Theory and research through the lifespan (pp. 401-434). Thousand
Oakes, CA: Sage Publications.

Fung, H. H., Carstensen, L. L., & Lang, F. R. (2001). Age-related patterns in social networks
among European Americans and African Americans: Implications for Socioemotional Se-
lectivity across the life span. International Journal of Aging and Human Development, 52, 185-
206.

Fung, H. H., Carstensen, L. L., & Lutz, A. M. (1999). Influence of time on social preferences:
Implications for life-span development. Psychology and Aging 14, 595-604.

Fung, H. H., Lai, P., & Ng, R. (2001). Age differences in social preferences among Taiwanese
and Mainland Chinese: The role of perceived time. Psychology and Aging, 16, 351-356.

Gignac, M. A. M., Cott, C, Badley, E. M. (2002). Adaptation to disability: Applying Selective
Optimization with Compensation to the behaviors of older adults with osteoarthritis. Psy-
chology and Aging, 17, 520-524.

Godbey, G. (1999). Leisure in your life: An exploration (5th ed.). State College, PA: Venture Pub-
lishing.

Gross, J. J., & Levenson, R. W. (1997). Hiding feelings: The acute effects of inhibiting negative
and positive emotion. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 106, 95-103.

Hendricks, J., & Achenbaum, A. (1999). Historical development of theories of aging. In V. L.
Bengtson & K. W. Schaie (Eds.), Handbook of theories of aging (pp. 21-40). New York, NY:
Springer Publishing.

Hong, L. K., & Duff, R. W. (1997). Relative importance of spouses, children, and friends in the
life satisfaction of retirement community residents. Journal of Clinical Geropsychology, 3, 275-
282.

Iso-Ahola, S. E. (1989). Motivation for leisure. In E. L.Jackson & T. L. Burton (Eds.), Under-
standing leisure and recreation: Mapping the past, charting the future (pp. 247-279). State College,
PA: Venture Publishing.

Iso-Ahola, S. E., Jackson, E., & Dunn E. (1994). Starting, ceasing and replacing leisure activities
over the life-span. Journal of Leisure Research, 26, 227-249.

John, C. H. (1996). Encouraging social interaction among depressed nursing home residents.
Activities, Adaptation &f Aging, 21, 49-53.

Kelly, J. R. (Ed.). (1993). Activity and aging: Staying involved in later life. Newbury Park, CA: Sage
Publications.

Kelly, J. R., & Godbey, G. (1992). The sociology of leisure. State College, PA: Venture Publishing.
Klumb, P. L., & Baltes, M. M. (1999). Time use of old and very old Berliners: Productive and

consumptive activities as functions of resources. Journal of Gerontology: Social Sciences, 54B,
S271-S278.

Lang, F. R., & Carstensen, L. L. (1994). Close emotional relationships in later life: Further
support for proactive aging in the social domain. Psychology and Aging 9, 315-324.



512 BURNETT-WOLLE AND GODBEY

Lang, F. R., & Carstensen, L. L. (2002). Time counts: Future time perspective, goals, and social
relationships. Psychology and Aging, 17, 125-139.

Lang, F. R., Rieckmann, N., Baltes, M. M. (2002). Adapting to aging losses: Do resources facilitate
strategies of Selection, Compensation, and Optimization in everyday functioning? The Jour-
nals of Gerontology, 57B, P501-P509.

Lang, F. R., Staudinger, U. M., & Carstensen, L. L. (1998). Perspectives on Socioemotional
Selectivity in later life: How personality and social context do (and do not) make a differ-
ence. Journal of Gerontology: Psychological Sciences, 53B, P21-P30.

Lansford, J. E., Sherman, A. M., & Antonucci, T. C. (1998). Satisfaction with social networks: An
examination of Socioemotional Selectivity Theory across cohorts. Psychology and Aging, 13,
544-552.

Lawton, M. P. (1989). Environmental proactivity and affect in older people. In S. Spacapan &
S. Oskamp (Eds.), The social psychology of aging (pp. 135-164). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Lawton, M. P. (1993). Meanings of activity. In J. R. Kelly (Ed.), Activity and aging: Staying involved
in later life (pp. 25-41). Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publishing.

Lawton, M. P., & Schaie K. W. (Eds.), (1991). Annual review of gerontology and geriatrics (Vol. 11).
New York, NY: Springer Publishing.

Lee, D. J., & Markides, K. S. (1990). Activity and mortality among aged persons over an eight-
year period. Journals of Gerontology, 45, S39-S42.

Lemon, B. W., Bengston, V. L., & Peterson, J. A. (1972). An exploration of the activity theory
of aging: Activity types and life satisfaction among movers to a retirement community. Jour-
nal of Gerontology, 27, 511-523.

Lennartsson, C, & Silverstein, M. (2001). Does engagement with life enhance survival of elderly
people in Sweden? The role of social and leisure activities. The Journals of Gerontology: Series
B: Psychological sciences and social sciences, 56B, S335-S343.

Li, K. Z. H., Lindenberger, U., Freund, A. M., Baltes, P.B. (2001). Walking while memorizing:
Age-related differences in compensatory behavior. Psychological Science, 12, 230-237.

Longino, C. E, & Kart, C. S. (1982). Explicating activity theory: A formal replication. Journal of
Gerontology, 37, 713-722.

Lynott, R. J., & Lynott, P. P. (1996). Tracing the course of theoretical development in sociology
of aging. The Gerontologist, 36, 749-760.

Mannell, R. C. & Kleiber, D. A. (1997). A social psychology of leisure. State College, PA: Venture
Publishing.

Matras, J. (1990). Dependency, obligations, entitlements: A new sociology of aging, the life course, and the
elderly. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

McGuire, F. A., Boyd, R. K., & Tedrick, R. E. (2004). Leisure and aging: Ulyssean living in later life
(3rd ed.). Champaign, IL: Sagamore Publishing.

Menec, V. H. (2003). The relation between everyday activities and successful aging: A 6-year
longitudinal study. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B: Psychological sciences and social sciences,
58B, S74-S82.

Okun, M. A., & Schultz, A. (2003). Age and motives for volunteering: Testing hypotheses derived
from Socioemotional Selectivity Theory. Psychology and Aging, 18, 231-239.

Pieper, J. (1998). Leisure: The basis of culture. South Bend, LA: St. Augustine's Press.
Pinquart, M., & Sorensen, S. (2003). Risk factors for loneliness in adulthood and old age-a meta-

analysis. In S. P. Shohov (Ed.), Advances in psychological research (Vol. 19, pp. 111-143). Haup-
pauge, NY: Nova Science Publishers.

Reitzes, D. C, Mutran, E. J., Verrill, L. A. (1995). Activities and self-esteem: Continuing the
development of activity theory. Research on Aging, 17, 260-277.

Ryan, E. B., Anas, A. P., Beamer, M., & Bajorek, S. (2003). Coping with age-related vision loss
in everyday reading activities. Educational Gerontology, 29, 37-54.



REFINING RESEARCH 513

Schaie, K. W. (2005). Developmental influences on adult intelligence: The Seattle longitudinal study. New
York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Schaie, K. W., & Willis, S. L. (2002). Adult development and aging (5th ed.). Upper Saddle River,
NJ: Prentice Hall.

Schulz, R. (1998). Commentary: Motivation and self-regulation in adult development. InJ. Heck-
hausen & C. S. Dweck (Eds.), Motivation and self-regulation across the life span (pp. 341-364).
New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Sherrod, L. R. (2001). Using the Selection, Optimization and Compensation model to take us
one step further in developmental research. Human Development, 44, 51-54.

Stebbins, R. (1992). Amateurs, professionals and serious leisure. Montreal, Canada: McGill-Queens
University Press.

Utz, R. L., Carr, D., Nesse, R., & Wortman, C. B. (2002). The effect of widowhood on older
adults' social participation: An evaluation of activity, disengagement, and continuity theories.
Gerontologist, 42, 522-533.

Van Andel, G. E. (1998). TR service delivery and TR outcome models. Therapeutic Recreation
Journal, 32, 180-193.

Zaranek, R. R., & Chapleski, E. E. (2005). Casino gambling among urban elders: Just another
social activity? journal of Gerontology: Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 60B, S74-
S81.


