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It was hypothesized that actions to benefit the next generation would not lead to well-being unless they are perceived
to be valued and respected and that the lack of perceived respect would further lead to disengagement from genera-
tive goals. Older persons responded to measures of generative concern, action, perceived respect, and psychological
well-being at 2 time points 12 months apart. Structural equation modeling showed that at both time points, the effect
of action on well-being was completely mediated by perceived respect. Moreover, a lack of perceived respect at
baseline predicted a decrease in generative concern 12 months later, suggesting that, in later life, continuing concern
is partly dependent on the attitudes of younger generations. When their attitudes are unfavorable, a downward
spiral in generativity development and well-being is possible.
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CCORDING to E. H. Erikson (1950/1963), the human

life cycle evolves through eight sequential stages from
infancy to late adulthood on the basis of biologically and
culturally determined timing. In later adulthood, the major
psychosocial crisis to be resolved is ego integrity versus de-
spair. Ego integrity is achieved by accepting how things
have turned out, and by finding order and meanings, in life.
It is also the cumulative product of the previous seven stages
because the successful resolution of the earlier psychosocial
crises, including generativity versus stagnation in midlife,
forms the foundation for a sense of completeness and coher-
ence in old age.

However, after having experienced old age himself, E. H.
Erikson (1997) believed that generativity has a more impor-
tant role to play in later life than he initially thought. “Much
of their [older people’s] despair is, in fact, a continuing
sense of stagnation” (p. 63). Indeed, research suggests that
generativity may be the single most important factor in
achieving ego integrity. In a recent study, a small sample of
78 women aged 70-91 years provided self-report measures
of ego integrity and generativity (James & Zarrett, 2006).
These measures were analyzed with the data on identity for-
mation obtained through an unstructured interview 45 years
earlier. Results showed that generativity was the only vari-
able predicting ego integrity, whereas identity, number of
major or chronic illnesses, and sociodemographic variables
had no independent effects. However, information on the
other Eriksonian constructs was not available, and the dif-
ferent data collection methods for the key variables made
data interpretation difficult.

To date, only one study is known to have examined how
ego integrity is predicted by the achievement of the other

seven psychosocial tasks. Using the Inventory of Psychoso-
cial Balance, Hannah, Domino, Figueredo, and Hendrickson
(1996) studied the predictors of ego integrity in 520 men
and women aged 55-84 years cross-sectionally. In a
multivariate analysis, ego integrity was predicted by five
tasks, namely, generativity, intimacy, identity, autonomy,
and trust, but generativity alone accounted for 78% of the
variance in ego integrity.

Thus, despite the paucity of research, there are prelimi-
nary data suggesting the importance of having achieved
generativity for late-life development. In this connection, it
is important to recognize that generativity development may
continue into old age. According to E. H. Erikson (1997, p.
63), “[generativity in old age] should mean only a later ver-
sion of a previous item, not a loss of it . . . old people can
and need to maintain a grand-generative function . . . that
minimum of vital involvement that is necessary for staying
really alive.” Indeed, the commitment to nurture younger
generations, as measured by daily strivings, shows an up-
ward age trend (McAdams, de St. Aubin, & Logan, 1993;
Sheldon & Kasser, 2001).

Several observations suggest that generativity may
occupy a more central spot in late-life development in
contemporary society. First, the delay in marriage and
childbearing age suggests that many adults do not finish
their parental responsibility until being young old. Second,
with the increase in longevity and improvement in health
care, older adults are spending more years with their grand-
children and great-grandchildren. In a thought-provoking
article, Bengtson (2001) argued that ties across more than
two generations were becoming more important than ties
within nuclear families due to such sociodemographic
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changes. Thus, it is conceivable that older persons will be
more and more involved in child-rearing responsibilities
as grandparents or great-grandparents. Finally, current
rhetoric and professional wisdom promotes the image of
active aging and encourages older people to participate so-
cially, such as working as volunteers (Rowe & Kahn, 1997;
United Nations, 2002). Indeed, unlike midlife generativity
that tends to be dominated by the parenting role, genera-
tivity in later life is often extended beyond the family, in
the form of assistance to unrelated others and civic en-
gagement (Keyes & Ryff, 1998; Rossi, 2001). All these
trends suggest that generativity, a topic relatively missing
in the gerontological literature, is an increasingly salient
phenomenon in later life, beyond the theoretical assertion
that humans are motivated to transcend the mortal self by
leaving a legacy behind through constructing a better
world (Erikson, Erikson, & Kivnick, 1986; Kotre, 1984;
McAdams, 1985).

Generativity and Psychological Well-being: The Role of
Perceived Respect

Generativity has been studied from different perspectives
(e.g., Bradley, 1997; Kotre, 1984; Peterson & Klohnen,
1995; Peterson & Stewart, 1993; Ryff & Heincke, 1983). A
perspective that has generated much interest in recent years
is the seven-facet model by McAdams and de St. Aubin
(1992). A central concept in this model is generative con-
cern (i.e., conscious concern for the next generation), which
is the result of motivational forces (cultural demand and in-
ner desires for symbolic immortality). Generative concern
leads to concrete goals and actions to benefit the next gen-
eration, as well as narrative constructions of the generative
self. Although studies are few, preliminary data based pri-
marily on Western samples of younger and midlife adults
show that generative concern is moderately to strongly as-
sociated with psychological well-being, but the concrete ac-
tions appear to be unrelated to well-being, despite its strong
correlation with generative concern (Grossbaum & Bates,
2002; McAdams et al., 1993). Given the importance of gen-
erativity for late-life development, it is not surprising that
generative concern is predictive of well-being. However,
the relationship between generative acts and well-being
may be more complex.

Scholars have noted that the resource differential between
one generation and the next declines, if not reverses, as one
advances from middle to late adulthood (Morgan, Schuster,
& Butler, 1991). Because of this, generative capacity also
decreases as one ages (Stewart & Vandewater, 1998). Thus,
when action does not result in a positive impact, well-being
may be diminished rather than enhanced. Because genera-
tivity is often manifested in a social context (e.g., assistance
to others in need), the judgment of impact, therefore, largely
depends on others’ feedback. In this connection, it is
important to consider the declining status of older persons

in contemporary societies and the normative feedback that
they receive from younger generations.

In today’s rapidly changing world, older people may be
seen as having little to offer to the problems and issues faced
by younger people, and their role as keepers of traditional
wisdom is greatly diminished. K. Erikson noted that “the
pace of technological change and the growth of human
knowledge are now climbing so sharp an incline almost
everywhere in the world that the skills and outlooks of
the present generation may be of limited value for the
worlds their children will soon occupy” (Erikson, 2004, p. 53).
McAdams, Hart, and Maruna (1998) referred to this phenom-
enon as generativity mismatch. In many developing societies,
the disparity in educational attainment between generations
contributes further to a loss of status by older people.

To investigate how generativity is actualized in this con-
text, Cheng, Chan, and Chan (2008) asked 71 older men and
women of different socioeconomic levels in Hong Kong to
participate in focus group meetings, in which they talked
about their thoughts about younger generations and the so-
ciety and what they wanted to do for them. When doing so,
many commented on the educational disparity between
younger people and themselves (approximately 40% of
older people in Hong Kong are without formal education
and another 40% attained some primary education; Census
and Statistics Department, 2002). In reality, their attempts
to help were often brushed aside or even criticized by their
own offspring who were accustomed to different lifestyles
and ways of doing things. To avoid conflict and to preserve
harmony, they withdrew to more passive and minor genera-
tive roles, such as waiting for invitation to offer assistance
or confining themselves to routine household tasks (har-
mony was seen as essential for maintaining the continuous
support from children in case their conditions deteriorate).
Importantly, although legacy can be achieved by creating
ideas and products (E. H. Erikson, 1950/1963), Hong
Kong’s older persons, cognizant of the gap between their
expertise and social development, identify primarily with
the transmission of moral and behavioral codes, mostly by
sharing stories of hardship in the old days and being a model
of character, as a way of creating a more lasting influence.

These findings illustrate the changing cultural norms and
the larger social forces that transform modern societies,
which widen the gap between older and younger genera-
tions in terms of knowledge, skills, values, lifestyles, and
financial resources, and devalue older people’s contribu-
tions to societies. At the same time, they reveal the day-to-
day interactions between older people and their offspring
and other community members, and the general lack of re-
spect and appreciation for their work, within this larger so-
cial context. The major premise of this article is that the
pursuit of generative goals and the feelings of well-being
are both tied to the degree of respect older persons receive
for their generative acts. This perspective is consistent with
McAdams and de St. Aubin’s (1992) view that generativity
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is situated in a “psychosocial space that subsumes person
and environment” (p. 1004) and with E. H. Erikson’s (1997)
contention that “an individual life cycle cannot be ade-
quately understood apart from the social context in which it
comes to fruition” (p. 114).

Study Hypotheses

In this study, I propose, first, that generative acts per se
would not predict well-being because it is the expressed re-
gard for these acts that truly matters. In other words, I pos-
tulate that whether actions result in well-being depends on
the extent to which they are welcomed, appreciated, and
valued by others, particularly the younger generations. For
this reason, the feeling of respect should completely medi-
ate the relationship between action and well-being (H;). In
this article, I focus on respect as perceived by older persons
themselves because arguably, what matters for well-being is
the subjective feelings that one’s status needs have been met
(see Steverink & Lindenberg, 2006), not the actual levels of
respect displayed by others.

Second, I argue that, unlike during midlife parenting when
one’s sense of responsibility for the next generation remains
strong regardless of reactions from children, generative re-
sponsibility in old age is low in cultural demand (McAdams
& de St. Aubin, 1992) and hence much less emphasized in
modern societies. Thus, older adults’ motivation to sustain
interest in the welfare of the next generation may depend on
their perception that younger people desire such concern
from the older generation. A lack of positive regard from the
younger generations suggests that one’s generative goals are
not going to be realized. Because successful aging depends
on the disengagement from unattainable goals and the chan-
neling of resources to attainable ones (Baltes & Baltes, 1990;
Brandtstiddter & Greve, 1994; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995),
it can be reasonably argued that feelings of disrespect would
lead to subsequent disengagement from generative goals
(Hy). In other words, although generativity is supposed to be
intrinsically motivating, its pursuit in an unwelcoming envi-
ronment will eventually wear out one’s motivation and lead
to goal disengagement. In the present study, this is opera-
tionalized as the decrease in generative concern over time.
Because generative concern has a large effect on behavior,
this implies a downward spiral of generativity development
over time due to negative reactions from others.

Note that in the work of McAdams and colleagues (1993),
generative goals were measured in terms of daily strivings
(i.e., generative commitment). However, although they pro-
posed that commitment was a more proximal predictor of
generative action, it had only a weak correlation with action
(r=.20) in a sample of young, midlife, and older adults. On
the contrary, the relationship between concern (an anteced-
ent of commitment) and action was strong (r=.53 in the
same sample; McAdams et al., 1993). For a study aimed at
investigating how goal disengagement influences subsequent

behavior, concern may be a more appropriate measure of
generative goals.

METHODS

Participants and Procedure

One hundred ninety persons older than 60 years were re-
cruited on a convenience basis from social centers for older
persons. Each was interviewed individually using the un-
folding method (i.e., first indicating the direction of re-
sponse before choosing the options on a frequency or Likert
scale) for approximately 30 min, after satisfactory perfor-
mance on the Mini-Mental State Examination (i.e., score
>20; Chiu, Lee, Chung, & Kwong, 1994; Folstein, Folstein,
& McHugh, 1975). All except two were successfully inter-
viewed 12 months later; these 188 individuals constituted
the sample for this study. Missing data were few and did not
differ by gender, educational level, and measurement occa-
sion; they were replaced using the multiple imputation pro-
cedure in LISREL.

The sample had amean age of 73.0 (SD=5.93; range =60—
89 years) and more women (67.6%) than men (32.4%). Al-
most half (47.3%) were married and another 42.0% were
widowed. One third (34.0%) were living alone. Consistent
with the educational level of this age cohort, 38.3% had no
formal education and another 46.3% had some primary edu-
cation. Because this sample was based in social centers hav-
ing more women, it was more female dominant than the
general population, and for this reason, had more people
who were widowed rather than married.

Pilot Study: Development of Items

To develop measures of perceived respect and generative
acts for the local population, I content-analyzed verbatim
records of the focus group discussions reported in Cheng,
Chan, and Chan (2008) and came up with 36 items for per-
ceived respect and 44 for generative acts (see Measures for
rating scales). For reasons already mentioned, the list of
acts used for this research did not include idea or product
creation but included attempts to pass on moral and behav-
ioral codes that are traditionally valued. Through individual
interviews, these items were administered to a separate
sample of 126 older persons (32 men, 94 women; M. =73.6,
SD=6.92, range=60-89 years) along with the following
measures: a back-translated Loyola Generativity Scale
(LGS, a measure of generative concern; McAdams & de St.
Aubin, 1992), a brief version of the Generative Behavior
Checklist (GBC; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992), an
8-item checklist of other activities unrelated to generativity
(e.g., watching movies, inviting friends and relatives for a
meal at home), and a 10-item version of the Marlowe—
Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe,
1960; Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972). The brief GBC consisted
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Table 1. Product-Moment Correlations and Internal
Consistencies, Pilot Study

1 2 3 4 5
1. LGS (.76)
2. Generative acts .59 (.87)
3. Perceived respect 43 35 (.75)
4. Social desirability .10 17 17 (.70)
5. GBC .58 12 28 .07 (.68)
6. Other activities 13 18 -.01 11 .26

Note: LGS = Loyola Generativity Scale; GBC = Generative Behavior
Checklist. Correlations >.17 are significant at the .05 level. Figures on the di-
agonal are Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. The alpha coefficient was not com-
puted for other activities as these were a heterogenous set of activities not
intended to tap a common underlying construct.

of 11 items that were most strongly correlated with the LGS
in an American sample (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992).

Respect and generative act items that had low item-total
correlations and those that were rarely endorsed (e.g.,
“Made a decision that had positive effects on many people”)
were removed, resulting in 15 items for perceived respect
and 20 for generative acts. Both these measures were inter-
nally consistent and showed expected convergent and dis-
criminant correlations (Table 1). Importantly, the new
measure of generative acts was highly correlated with GBC,
although the two had only a moderate degree of overlap in
content, and this correlation coefficient was significantly
higher than the one with LGS (Fisher’s Z transformation of
rs=1.80, p<.05). This measure also correlated with LGS at
virtually the same magnitude as GBC. It was weakly cor-
related with other activities, suggesting that this measure of
behavior frequency was not contaminated by general activ-
ity level. Moreover, perceived respect was only moderately
correlated with LGS and generative acts, suggesting that it
measures something unique in one’s generative experience.
Finally, although generative acts and perceived respect were
significantly correlated with the Marlowe—Crowne scale,
such correlations were very small indeed, suggesting that
these measures (along with LGS) were by and large free
of social desirability bias. Items for generative acts and
perceived respect, translated into English, are listed in the
Appendix.

Measures

Perceived respect.—Three (item numbers 2, 8, and 12; see
Appendix) of the 15 items developed were specifically con-
cerned with how one’s civic acts, mostly voluntary activities,
were evaluated by relevant individuals or organizations.
Thirty-one individuals without volunteer experience could
not answer these questions. The other 12 items were con-
cerned with the reactions of one’s offspring or the younger
generations in general (without specifying whom). Statistical
analyses were therefore performed on the two sets of items
separately. For the sake of convenience, I will call the former

perceived respect—civic and the latter perceived respect—
nonspecific. Time 1 (T1) and time 2 (T2) alpha coefficients
were .63 and .65, respectively, for the civic measure, and .74
and .80, respectively, for the nonspecific measure.

Generative acts.—For similar reasons, 4 (item numbers
3,4, 10, and 19; see Appendix) of the 20 items were grouped
together to form a measure of generative act—civic (T1
a=.67, T2 a=.70) and the remaining 16 for measuring gen-
erative act-nonspecific (T1 a=.88, T2 a=.90).

Generative concern.—The LGS contains 20 items (e.g.,
“I try to pass along the knowledge I have gained through my
experience,” “I feel as though my contributions will exist
after I die”) rated on a 4-point scale from 0 never applies to
me to 3 very often applies to me. Alpha coefficients equaled
.84 at both times.

Psychological well-being.—The positive relations, pur-
pose in life, personal growth, and self-acceptance subscales
of a Chinese version of the Ryff Psychological Well-being
Scales (Cheng & Chan, 2005; Ryff, 1989) were used. This
Chinese version has four items per subscale, with each item
rated on a 5-point scale of 1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly
agree. Emerging data suggest that positive relations, pur-
pose in life, and personal growth are important correlates of
biological markers of psychological health (Ryff et al.,
2006). These three attributes, together with self-acceptance,
are consistently highly intercorrelated across studies using
representative population samples (Keyes, Shmotkin, &
Ryff, 2002; Springer & Hauser, 2006), suggesting that these
qualities together tap a core dimension of psychological
health. I therefore focus on measuring these four qualities
rather than the entire spectrum of positive qualities in the
Ryff model. In this study, the 16 items were summed to
form an overall measure of psychological well-being, with
T1 and T2 alphas equal to .78 and .81, respectively.

Other information obtained included age, gender, marital
status, educational level, living status, and self-rated health
rated on a 5-point scale of 1 poor to 5 excellent.

Data Analytic Strategy

The theoretical model (Model 1) was tested with struc-
tural equation modeling, separately for civic acts and non-
specific acts. All T2 latent factors were predicted by their
counterparts in T1. At both time points, generative concern,
generative action, and perceived respect were treated as an-
tecedent factors for psychological well-being. Concern was
an antecedent for action, which in turn was an antecedent
for respect. If respect completely mediated the relationship
between action and well-being, then the direct path from
action to well-being should be nonsignificant, whereas the
path from action to respect and that from respect to well-
being should be significant (H;). Additionally, the Sobel
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Product-Moment Correlations
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Time 1
1. Psychological well-being .64 .38 42 39 30 .62 .53 40 46 52 40
2. Generative concern .61 55 31 .36 40 45 .69 .58 47 42 40
3. Generative act—nonspecific S3 .62 .39 36 .35 38 .37 .67 41 32 26
4. Generative act—civic .36 46 .39 .10 23 28 46 22 .58 .20 .29
5. Perceived respect—nonspecific 46 44 40 28 .62 35 21 48 27 58 47
6. Perceived respect—civic S1 44 25 27 49 42 39 .36 32 .62 59
Time 2
7. Psychological well-being 59 48 44 28 46 41 .62 48 .50 58 43
8. Generative concern 53 .66 52 43 31 27 .64 59 .70 .58 53
9. Generative act-nonspecific 46 52 .68 .33 .38 23 47 .56 52 57 37
10. Generative act—civic 40 46 .33 .67 .32 34 .50 .56 32 47 .56
11. Perceived respect-nonspecific 44 44 44 .26 .63 .38 .59 49 52 34 .60
12. Perceived respect—civic .38 .38 24 .32 .28 44 57 51 22 48 .39
M 3.41 1.36 0.96 1.06 2.44 2.73 3.37 1.32 0.90 1.13 243 2.78
SD 0.51 0.53 0.69 0.84 0.38 0.53 0.49 0.50 0.72 0.88 0.39 0.50

Note: Correlations above the diagonal are for men (n=61; but for rs involving civic acts or respect, n=54) and those below for women (ns=127 and 103, respec-
tively). Despite different sample sizes, rs >.23 are significant at the .05 level. Coefficients boldfaced pertain to relationships included in the structural equation models.
M and SD, based on averaged scores across items, are presented for men and women combined.

(1982) test was conducted to see if these mediating path-
ways were significant. Finally, T2 concern was predicted by
T1 respect to see if perceived respect led to subsequent dis-
engagement from generative goals (Hy).

To rule out the possibility that respect led to changes in
action directly, without altering levels of concern, I tested
an alternate Model 2, which was identical to Model 1 except
that T2 action was predicted by T1 respect, with the path
from T1 respect to T2 concern removed (hence same df). If
Model 2 did not fit the data as well as Model 1, the argu-
ment that lack of respect leads to disengagement from gen-
erative goals would be bolstered.

Indicators for the latent variables were formed by
randomly splitting a scale into three roughly equal parts
(i.e., parcels), with each parcel equal to the average score of
the chosen items. The exception was psychological well-
being, for which the indicators were composite scores of the
four subscales (positive relations, purpose in life, personal
growth, and self-acceptance). Item parcels are more reliable
than the individual items themselves, are less likely to suffer
from distribution problems, and improve the ratio of sample
size to indicators (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman,
2002), thus improving the reliability of the factor scores be-
ing estimated.

Initially, age, gender, marital status, education, living sta-
tus, and self-rated health were included as covariates. Be-
cause the findings were basically the same with and without
these covariates, they were removed to simplify the model.
Their removal, as well as the use of parcels, reduced sub-
stantially the number of parameters to be estimated for this
relatively small sample.

The covariance matrix of the indicators was subject to
maximum likelihood estimation using LISREL version
8.52. Following more recent evaluations of goodness-of-fit
indexes (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Marsh, Hau, & Grayson,

2005), I report the chi-square statistic, comparative fit in-
dex (CFI), nonnormed fit index (NNFI), root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR). Additionally, the Akaike
information criterion (AIC) is reported for model compari-
son (the chi-square difference test could not be used when
two models have identical df). The AIC is a modification of
the chi-square statistic with a penalty for model complex-
ity; an AIC difference of >10 is a strong indication that one
model is inferior to the other (Burnham & Anderson,
2002).

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Three sets of preliminary analyses were conducted. First,
descriptive statistics are presented in Table 2. The level of
generative concern reported by this sample appeared to be
lower than that reported for an American older sample
(McAdams et al., 1993), but it is difficult to say whether
such an observation represented a genuine difference across
societies, given the dissimilar sample characteristics (the
American sample was younger and more educated) and the
lack of evidence on construct equivalence across the two
cultures. Nonetheless, the current data suggested a moder-
ate level of concern and a relatively low level of behavioral
attempt, regardless of domain, to nurture the younger gen-
erations. It was noteworthy that, based on the subsample of
participants with civic involvement, the frequency of civic
acts was even slightly higher than that for nonspecific acts;
this difference was not significant at T1, #(156)=0.86, ns,
but was significant at T2, #(156)=2.75, p<.01. Likewise,
they perceived significantly more respect for their civic acts
than for nonspecific acts (T1 t=7.42, T2 ¢t=8.77, both
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Table 3. Goodness of Fit of Structural Equation Models

%2 df CFI NNFI SRMR RMSEA AIC

Nonspecific domain

Model 1 631.68 284 96 .96 .08 .08 739.11

Model 2 686.46 284 96 .95 .09 .08 785.95
Civic domain

Model 1 517.01 284 96 .95 .08 .07 627.42

Model 2 57197 284 95 .94 .10 .08 682.77

Note: All chi-square statistics are significant at the .001 level. See Figures 1
and 2 for Model 1. Model 2 differed from Model 1 by the absence of the path
from T1 respect to T2 concern and the addition of the path from T1 respect to
T2 acts. CFI = comparative fit index; NNFI = nonnormed fit index; SRMR =
standardized root mean square residual; RMSEA = root mean square error of
approximation; AIC = Akaike information criterion.

dfs=156, both ps<.001). In addition, no T2 variables were
significantly different from their T1 counterparts.

Second, because studies show that women are generally
more involved in generative acts, both inside and outside
the home (e.g., Keyes & Ryff, 1998; McAdams & de St.
Aubin, 1992), 1 first examined whether the relationships
among the study variables were different between men and
women. Intercorrelations among the study variables are
shown in Table 2, separately for men and women. Aside
from the test—retest correlations and the concurrent correla-
tions between well-being and concern, the correlational co-
efficients tended to be moderate. Different from Western
findings (Grossbaum & Bates, 2002), generative act,
whether civic or nonspecific, was moderately to strongly
correlated with psychological well-being. Correlations cor-
responding to the structural paths specified in the structural
equation models are boldfaced for easy reference. None of
these correlational coefficients differed between men and
women, as revealed by Fisher’s Z tests. On the whole, the
findings suggested that it was appropriate to combine men
and women in subsequent analyses.

Third, it was crucial to demonstrate that the same latent
constructs were being assessed over time before moving on
to the structural analyses. This series of analyses was lim-
ited to the 157 individuals with full data on all measures.
Action and respect in both civic and nonspecific domains
were analyzed together in one confirmatory factor analysis.
Results showed that the indicators related to the same fac-
tors across the two time points (i.e., factor pattern invari-
ance): %262, N=157)=410.96, p<.01; CFI = .98, NNFI =
.97, SRMR = .05, and RMSEA = .06. Further constraining
the factor loadings to be equal between the two time points
resulted in a nonsignificant increase in y2=11.69 (Adf=19,
p>.05), along with CFI = .98, NNFI = .97, SRMR = .06,
and RMSEA = .05. Thus, factor loadings were also invari-
ant, meaning that the same constructs were being measured
by the items between the two time points, and civic and
nonspecific acts were distinguishable from each other.
Based on the common metric completely standardized solu-
tion, all parcels were highly loaded (>.55) on their respec-
tive factors.

Respect:
nonspe-
cific

5 Respect:
’ nonspe-
cific

42

Baseline 12 months

Figure 1. Structural relationships among the latent variables, focusing on
nonspecific acts and associated respect. PWB = psychological well-being.
Paths that were nonsignificant (p >.05) are indicated by dotted lines. *p<.05,
##p<.01, and ***p<.001

Evaluating the Structural Equation Models

Table 3 shows that Model 2 did not fit the data as well as
Model 1; whether in the nonspecific or the civic domain, the
AIC difference was well over 10. Hence, respect affected
subsequent action through modifying generative concern,
not directly. The fit indexes suggested that Model 1 fit the
data rather well (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Hu & Bentler,
1999; Marsh et al., 2005).

As can be seen from Figures 1 and 2, the results, regard-
less of whether civic or nonspecific acts or respect was ana-
lyzed, were very similar. One striking finding was the
moderate temporal stability for psychological well-being,
which if compared with the correlation using raw score
composites in Table 2, was rather low. This suggested that a
good proportion of the observed stability of psychological
well-being was due to the simultaneous stabilities of gen-
erative concern, generative acts, and perceived respect and
their combined effects on well-being. At T1, 55%—63% of
the variance in psychological well-being was explained by
these three factors together. At T2, 70%—74% of the vari-
ance in well-being was explained by the model as a whole.

At both time points, generative action had no effect on
psychological well-being, whereas action was positively as-
sociated with perceived respect from others, which in turn
was positively associated with well-being. Perhaps because
the targets of civic acts (e.g., voluntary services) often
changed or because actual performance varied across tasks,
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Figure 2. Structural relationships among the latent variables, focusing on
civic acts and associated respect. PWB = psychological well-being. Paths that
were nonsignificant (p >.05) were indicated by dotted lines.*p <.05, ¥*p<.01,
and ***p<.001

there was less stability for respect in the civic domain,
leaving more residual variance to be explained by action
at T2. For the mediating pathways involving nonspecific
acts and associated respect, the Sobel test produced criti-
cal ratios of 3.21 (p<.01) and 2.32 (p<.05) for T1 and T2,
respectively. For the mediating pathways in the civic do-
main, the critical ratios were 2.31 and 2.16, respectively,
for T1 and T2 (both ps<.05). Thus, the hypothesis that
perceived respect completely mediates the relationship
between generative acts and psychological well-being was
supported by data. The concurrent (T1) indirect effect size
that generative acts had on well-being was .22 for nonspe-
cific acts and .16 for civic acts, whereas the indirect effect
sizes on changes in well-being (T2) were .10 and .18,
respectively.

Moreover, T1 respect had a small effect size (<.20) on T2
generative concern, regardless of action domain, supporting
the hypothesis that a lack of felt respect for one’s generative
acts would lead to disengagement from generative goals.
Hence, perceived respect at T1 predicted positive changes in
well-being after 12 months. On the contrary, a lack of per-
ceived respect resulted in a slight reduction in well-being
across this interval, leading further, via the T2 concern —
acts — respect — well-being pathway, to reductions in gen-
erative acts, respect, and well-being. Thus, an upward or
downward spiral in generativity development and well-being
depends partly on the felt respect for one’s generative acts.

DiscusSION

To my knowledge, this is the first study investigating the
prospective relationship between generativity and well-be-
ing and the disengagement from generative goals in later
life. In the study, I postulate that the relationship between
generative action and well-being is mediated by the degree
to which one’s actions are valued and respected by others. I
also suggest that the perception of respect for one’s actions
has the effect of promoting further generativity develop-
ment, whereas a perceived lack of respect would lead to dis-
engagement from generative goals.

Replicating the Western literature (Grossbaum & Bates,
2002; McAdams et al., 1993), the factor most predictive of
psychological well-being was generative concern. Differ-
ent from the Western literature, I found that generative be-
havior was moderately to strongly correlated with
well-being at the bivariate level. After controlling for con-
cern and respect, however, behavior no longer accounted
for well-being. Its indirect effects by way of perceived re-
spect, however, were significant and were of small to mod-
erate magnitudes. It was noteworthy that action was
positively related to perceived respect, which in turn was
positively related to well-being. The ability to engage in
more generative acts echoed what Stewart and Vandewater
(1998) called the capacity to be generative, which explained
why these individuals were more respected by those around
them. These patterns existed at both T1 (concurrent) and
T2 (changes over 12 months). Thus, perceived respect
completely mediated the concurrent relationship between
behavior and well-being, and change in respect also com-
pletely mediated the relationship between behavioral
change and well-being change over time. After all, why
should one endeavor to guide younger people when one
feels that they do not want to listen? This line of research
thus adds an interesting dimension to extant theories of
generativity.

Not only did perceived respect mediate the relationship
between action and well-being but it also predicted gen-
erative concern over time. The nature of this effect, albeit
a small one, was that if one felt respected by younger
people, one’s concern for them would increase over time.
On the contrary, a lack of respect would lead to subse-
quent disengagement from generative goals, as indicated
by a decrease in generative concern, and a downward spi-
ral of generativity development and well-being over time.
Unlike midlife generativity for which there is strong cul-
tural demand, which may override, at least partially, the
effect of reactions from children, late-life generativity
may be deeply embedded in the day-to-day interactions
with younger people whose gestures convey to older peo-
ple whether their generative actions are still desired.
When younger people are perceived to be receptive and
show respect, the preservation of generative self into old
age will be more likely. Once again, this result reinforces
the importance of the social context in the realization of
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generativity in later life. Because social and cultural
environments provide relevant normative expectations as
well as opportunities for guiding younger generations
(McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992), future research on
generativity should be grounded in the social and cultural
text in which the study takes place.

It was interesting that those who had civic participation
reported more perceived respect for their civic than nonspe-
cific acts at both time points and a higher frequency of civic
than nonspecific acts at T2 also. Although the targets of
nonspecific acts were not specified, the fact that such ac-
tions were rated so differently from civic acts suggested
that participants were primarily referring to the noncivic, or
family, domain when rating these behaviors. If this were
true, then despite the traditional status accorded to older
people in Chinese families (Cheng & Chan, 2006), most of
the participants appeared to see more opportunities for gen-
erative involvement outside the family than inside, and felt
more respect from professionals, neighbors, and the people
they served than from children and grandchildren. It is rea-
sonable to assume that civic involvement, such as volunteer
work, is more self-selected, so that older people are more
likely to stay away from tasks that are unrewarding. Never-
theless, our participants also saw a relatively weak connec-
tion between the respect and the frequency of generative
acts in the nonspecific domain (Figure 1), suggesting fur-
ther that respect was not perceived to be forthcoming in this
domain. As Cheng, Chan, and Chan (2008) have shown,
older persons are often criticized for their generative acts
within the family and, because of this, are deprived of the
respect so crucial for a sense of filial piety from children
(Cheng & Chan, 2006). There is much to say about revital-
izing our traditional respect for older persons in the family.

The foregoing discussion leads to an interesting ques-
tion about the cross-cultural generalizability of the present
findings. Cultures differ in terms of the norms of respect
for elders. Although respect for elders is a value endorsed
in most, if not all, societies, its salience in terms of regu-
lating social behaviors may vary. Compared with Asian
cultures, which have been heavily influenced by Confu-
cianism (Cheng & Chan, 2006), Western societies tend not
to value what Streib (1987) called “automatic respect” for
older persons. Would the same effects due to perceived
respect be observed in Western samples? It will be impor-
tant to place this line of research in a cross-cultural con-
text to see if the findings hold across cultures.

Although opening a new line of inquiry, this research suf-
fers from several potential limitations. First, to provide a
more complete picture of the goal disengagement process,
future research should also measure generative goals at the
behavioral level, that is, daily strivings (McAdams et al.,
1993). Second, evidence for disengagement from genera-
tive goals came from a longitudinal data set that had only
two waves spanning 12 months. A longer interval with more
data waves will provide more definite conclusions about the

long-term changes in generativity due to perceived respect.
Third, because the future cohorts of older people will be
more educated (Cheng, Chan, & Phillips, 2008), it is not
certain whether they will be more able than the present co-
hort to command respect from the younger generations.
Fourth, it is conceivable that respect from different sources
(children, professionals, community members, etc.) might
carry different impacts and deserves to be studied sepa-
rately. Fifth, this was a relatively small convenience sample.
Future research should use a larger, more representative
sample.

Finally, respect was measured from the point of view of
older persons only, which might be biased. Although the
simultaneous perspectives of other people (e.g., those of
children) are informative, it may be the respect that is
subjectively felt by the older person that truly matters. Fu-
ture research might reveal how felt respect is related to
avowed respect by children and others. On the whole, the
present findings suggest that there is a social dimension to
generativity and that the degree to which one’s generative
behaviors are valued by others determines to some extent
the continuous engagement with generative goals and the
experience of psychological well-being in later life.

Appendix Items

Generative acts
1. Itake care of children and grandchildren when they
are ill.
2. Taking care of my offspring’s daily life, including
preparing meals.
3. Participate in volunteer work and continue to serve the
community.
4. Visit other people in need, like patients.
5. Be arole model to the next generation.
6. Learn new things so as to make myself useful to the
younger generations.
7. Take care of the grandchildren when their parents are
not available.
8. Do housework for my children.
9. Teach the younger generations how to get along with
others and handle various matters.
10. Participate in community educational activities.
11. Take initiative to comfort young people in distress.
12. Share my past experience, whether bitter or sweet,
with the next generation.
13. Teach the next generation not to spend money on
unnecessary items.
14. Teach the next generation to know right from wrong,
and to observe rules and regulations.
15. Pass on my skills and talents to the next
generation.
16. Counsel younger people who are emotionally
disturbed.
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17. Encourage the younger generations to learn new
things and develop multiple interests.

18. Teach younger generations to do voluntary work and
to serve others.

19. Give a hand to needy people in the community.

20. Do something that benefits others.

Perceived Respect
1. Others don’t want my help because they think I am
too old (-).
2. Sometimes, I think that the organizations in which I
do service do not value my volunteer work (-).
3. T have no way of getting younger generations to
accept my guidance (-).
4. The younger generations do not need my assistance
(=)
5. T'am unable to teach the younger generations to
observe rules (-).
6. I am helpful in the eyes of my neighbors.
7. 1 want to help the next generation, but I don’t have the
ability to do so (-).
8. Sometimes, I felt that those who received my services
did not appreciate my work for them ().
9. The younger generations don’t like “old people’s
ways” of seeing and doing things (-).
10. The younger generations defer to experts more than
they would to older people (-).
11. My children and children-in-law endorse my way of
taking care of the grandchildren.
12. Professionals generally think that senior volunteers
are not helpful (-).
13. The younger generations do not appreciate my
thoughts and concern for them (-).
14. Older people have no status at home (-).
15. T wish to help the next generation but they don’t
appreciate it (—).
(=) = scored in the reverse.
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