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Ego Integrity in the Lives of Older Women: A Follow-Up
of Mothers From the Sears, Maccoby, and Levin (1951)
Patterns of Child Rearing Study

Jacquelyn Boone James1,3 and Nicole Zarrett2

Ego integrity, Erik Erikson’s (E. H. Erikson, 1963) concept of psychological maturity in later
life and the pinnacle of 8 stages, has been one of the least studied of all his stage constructs.
This paper explores the meaning of ego integrity (as assessed by C. D. Ryff & S. G. Heincke,
1983) in the lives of a sample of older women, by examining the predictors and concomitants
of ego integrity (EI), using data from interviews conducted with the same women in 1951
and 1996 and a questionnaire administered in 1996. A 3-step regression model revealed that
“identity” assessed in 1951 predicted generativity in 1996; the level of educational attainment
and marital status were also significant predictors. In step 2, generativity alone predicted
ego integrity, which in turn predicted depression. Ego integrity was associated with higher
marital satisfaction in the mothers’ lives, both in the past and in the present; it was implicated
in better relationships with their adult children, in the mothers’ willingness to both give and
receive help, and in several dimensions of psychological well-being.
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Ego integrity, Erik Erikson’s (1963) concept of
psychological maturity in later life and the pinnacle
of his “eight stages of man,” has proven to be one
of the most difficult of his concepts to discern.
Ego integrity (EI) received the smallest amount
of space in Erikson’s writing, lacks clear definition
by his own admission, and has been questioned
as a valid descriptor of the experiences of older
people. Even though there has been progress in
understanding the various elements of EI (see
for example, Erikson, Erikson, & Kivnick, 1986;
Vaillant, 2002; Whitbourne, Zuschlag, Elliot, &
Waterman, 1992) it remains one of the least studied
of all of Erikson’s stage constructs. We have learned
that EI involves getting one’s inner life in order,
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but very little is known about how it affects one’s
outer life, i.e., how one relates to spouse, children,
community, and so on. Given the extent to which
other elements of Erikson’s theoretical model,
especially generativity and the social good it inspires
(Kotre, 1984; McAdams, 1993, 2000; McAdams &
de St. Aubin, 1992; Peterson & Duncan, 1999; Slater,
2003), along with attention to “successful aging” and
the important adaptive work required for it (Baltes
& Mayer, 1999), we believe that more attention to
EI and its concomitants is needed. This focus is made
more worthwhile as later life is prolonged and the
elderly population expands.

Few of the studies reviewed here considered EI
as the lone focus of study. The purpose of this paper
is to explore the meaning of EI, as assessed by a mea-
sure developed by Ryff and Heincke (1983), in the
lives of a sample of relatively healthy older women.
In a study designed to assess multiple aspects of
older women’s lives, we will examine the predictors
and concomitants of EI, using data from interviews
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conducted with the same women in 1951 and 1996
and a questionnaire administered in 1996.

Theoretical Background

Erik Erikson is one of few theorists who posited
a trajectory of development that spans from infancy
to old age. Erikson’s (1963) theoretical model is also
one of the few that embraces the concepts of individ-
ual challenges across life that play out in the context
of a social and historical milieu, and acknowledges
the potential for human possibility and strength. Ac-
cording to the theory, the adult stages are intimacy
(affiliation and love), generativity (bringing along
the next generation), and EI (assigning order and
meaning to the whole of one’s life, versus despair—
which flows from the feeling that one’s life has been
wasted). In Erikson’s view, ego integrity is the “fruit
of these seven stages” (Erikson, 1963, p. 168).

Ego integrity, according to Erikson (1963), can
be seen in individuals who are concerned with issues
surrounding aging, with integrating one’s life expe-
riences, with making sense of life and death, and in
individuals who are preoccupied with the specifics of
those tasks. According to the theory, meeting these
challenges is important for psychological well-being
in later life and for the development of wisdom.

Summary of Research With Eriksonian
Theory: Ego Integrity

A great deal of empirical work has been gen-
erated by Erikson’s model of development, most
of which, until recently, has examined its applica-
bility to younger people and their concern with
identity development (Hannah, Domino, Figuero, &
Hendrickson, 1996). In fact many of the scales devel-
oped to measure Eriksonian stages assess only one
of them. During the last decade, for example, a focus
on midlife has spawned rather prolific work on gen-
erativity (e.g., MacDermid, Franz, & De Reus, 1998;
McAdams, de St. Aubin, & Logan, 1993; Peterson &
Stewart, 1993; Stewart, Osborne, & Helson, 2001). In
all of the studies we examined, even in cases where
more than one stage is considered, EI is the one most
notably left out.

When EI is the focus of study, researchers have
used proxies of it e.g., self-esteem or indicators
of depression (Nehrke, Bellucci, & Gabriel, 1978;
Nehrke, Hulicka, & Morganti, 1984; Wagner, Lorion,
& Shipley, 1983) or have developed measures of it

(Darling-Fisher & Leidy, 1988; Viney & Tych, 1985).
Since our study was designed to study a range of
issues in a classic longitudinal study, we sought a
measure that allowed for self-ratings, which had been
used in more than one study, and which reported
acceptable reliability and validity. In choosing a mea-
sure developed by Ryff and Heincke (1983) we adopt
for further empirical investigation their definition of
EI as “adapting to the triumphs and disappointments
of being and to viewing one’s past life as inevitable,
appropriate, and meaningful” (p. 808).

At the outset, we must acknowledge that some
investigators have argued against the utility of EI as
a valid descriptor of the experiences of older people.
Clayton (1975) contended that most individuals level
off at earlier stages and thus fail to attain integrity
with its accompanying virtue of wisdom. She con-
cluded that Erikson’s articulation of the tasks that
we face in later life is insufficient, a criticism that we
have heard about other developmental models (e.g.,
Kohlberg, 1981; Loevinger, 1976; Maslow, 1954). In
all of these stage theories, it is said that most people
level off somewhere just slightly above the middle.

Another critical aspect of its attainability con-
cerns the context of aging and the physical health of
its incumbents. Ego integrity is likely to be hindered
by declining health. “Evidence from gerontological
research suggests that physical morbidity and disabil-
ity in old age are among the most important causes
for decline in other functional domains such as social
and psychological functioning” (Borchelt, Gilberg,
Horgas, & Geiselmann, 1999, p. 403). Some would
argue that EI may only be realized by the well.

One final challenge to the validity of psychologi-
cal stage-theory research in general and to the under-
standing of EI in particular is the extent to which it
reflects a middle class bias (for a general discussion
of these issues, see McAdams et al., 1993), and is
more prevalent among the well-educated (see also
Cantor, 2001; Fiske & Chiriboga, 1990). Few studies
have examined the relationship between educational
attainment and EI.

Despite these challenges, a few consistent find-
ings emerge from research that has been done to
illuminate various aspects of EI. First, there is not
strong support for the view that EI increases with
age (Hannah et al., 1996; Ryff & Heincke, 1983;
Tesch, 1985; Whitbourne et al., 1992), although this
may have to do with the fact that the age ranges in
most of these studies are rather narrow. Ryff and
Heincke (1983), however, found that all age groups
perceive people in later life as more likely to manifest
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the characteristics of EI than do people at younger
ages and stages. So, even if age is not typically
correlated with EI (for an exception see Darling-
Fisher & Leidy, 1988), there is a perception that it
is. Most importantly, Erikson (1982) said that EI was
a challenge of the aged—that wisdom only comes in
later life (see Wink & Helson, 1997 for a discussion
of wisdom).

Second, while it is clear that aspects of each stage
can be present at any age, EI is most often predicted
by stages prior to it. In all the cross sectional stud-
ies surveyed here, scales assessing prior stages were
significantly related to EI, with generativity being
the most important predictor (Gruen, 1964; Hannah
et al., 1996; Ryff & Heincke, 1983). Longitudinal
studies confirm the sequential nature of the theory
up to the stage of Generativity (see for example,
Stewart, Osborne, & Helson, 2001; Vaillant, 1993;
Vaillant & Milofsky, 1980). These findings provide
some support for the validity of the Erikson’s theory
as a matrix of evolving maturities, all of which require
longitudinal data for confirmation, especially with
respect to the place of EI in the sequence.

Third, the question of whether EI has relevance
to women’s lives has also been tested. So far, none
of these studies has found significant sex differences
(Darling-Fisher & Leidy, 1988; Hannah et al., 1996;
Ryff & Heincke, 1983; Tesch, 1985). On the basis of
these findings, it appears to have relevance to men’s
and women’s lives.

In short, we need to know more about EI, both
the concept itself and a popular measure of it. Few
predictors suggested by the theory have been tested
with longitudinal data. We do not know whether, for
example, identity development in early adulthood af-
fects later life stages or whether low manifestations of
EI predict despair in old age. We also know very little
about the meaning and experience of EI in people’s
lives. What does it mean to manifest it? Its virtue is
supposedly wisdom, but how does it affect our daily
lives? How does it relate to other psychological well-
being indicators?

Questions for the Current Study

Building on previous work, we examined EI in
our longitudinal sample of relatively healthy high
functioning older women. With the caveat that our
sample is small and the longitudinal nature of it
limited by too much time between waves, we asked
the following questions in the hope that our an-

swers provide inspiration for further research of this
type:

(1) Do ratings of prior stages predict EI? We ex-
amined the relationship between identity for-
mation and educational attainment, assessed
in 1951, and generativity in 1996. Because
of the relevance of health to psychological
development, we also included the women’s
own health assessment in the model. We then
examined how these variables and genera-
tivity are related to EI assessed in 1996. Fi-
nally, we estimated the relationship between
EI and despair, as would be predicted by
Eriksonian theory.

(2) How does EI (inner life) relate to a set
of quality of life issues (outer life) for the
women of this study, e.g., their perspectives
on helping/being helped, their willingness to
participate in volunteer activities, marital sat-
isfaction, and relationships with their midlife
offspring.

(3) Is EI associated with better psychological
health—positive aspects such as self accep-
tance, autonomy, mastery, purpose in life,
growth, relationships with others, and/or
negative aspects such as self-deprecation,
tiredness, hostility, and confusion?

METHOD

Participants

The sample for this study is a group of White
mothers of different social classes and ethnicities
who participated in a study conducted by Sears,
Maccoby, and Levin (1951), Patterns of Child Rear-
ing. The original study included 379 children, ages 5–
6, and their mothers. The focus of the original study
was to investigate the implications of the mothers’
child-rearing behaviors for their children’s short and
longer-term development. A book, Patterns of Child
Rearing, written by the original investigators (1957),
was seen as a significant contribution to the field
and is still cited today. The mothers (gl) from the
original study are now over 70; their children (g2)
are now in their early 50s. Several important follow-
up studies of g2 have been conducted (Edwards,
1968; McClelland, 1978; McClelland & Franz, 1988).
In 1996, we recontacted the mothers of the original
sample for the first time since the 1951 study. Despite
an intensive search with CD ROM phone books,
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and other methods, we located less than one-half the
original sample. This should not be surprising given
the length of time between contacts, 1951–1996, and
the reality that many of the mothers of the original
sample are presumed dead.

Of the 154 mothers that we could locate, 50
were deceased; 9 were too ill to participate, and
17 declined. Of the mothers that we could locate,
however, our sample includes 78 mothers, which is
82% of the women from the original study we could
locate who were healthy enough to participate. Com-
parisons between the 1996 respondents and those
from the 1951 sample we could not locate revealed no
significant differences with respect to family income,
social class, age, or number of children in the family;
the 1996 respondents did, however, report higher
levels of education (M = 4.11 and 3.55, respectively,
p < .05).

Most of the mothers were living in their own
homes; only 1 mother was institutionalized. Forty-
four percent of the mothers were widowed; 47%
were still living with husbands. They ranged in age
from 70 to 91 (Mean age = 78) and represented a
range of social class; the original sample was selected
to get both working and middle class participants.
Approximately two-thirds of the mothers were from
the 1951 middle class group. Still, 37% of our sam-
ple completed high school only (3% did not com-
plete high school); 31% had some college experi-
ence, but did not graduate; 29% completed college
and beyond. These mothers contributed voluminous
information via a questionnaire, which was sent to
them by mail, and a 1–2 hr inperson interview in
their homes, both of which we have used for these
analyses.

Embedded in our questionnaire were detailed
demographics, numerous measures including psy-
chological well-being, health habits, beliefs, child-
rearing practices, and a host of other measures. For
these analyses, we have drawn from their self-ratings
of EI (Ryff & Heincke, 1983), psychological well-
being indicators (POMS; Ryff, 1989), the Loyola
Generativity Scale [LGS] (McAdams, 1992), along
with assessments of their psychological maturity as-
sessed by the 1951 interviewing team. We have also
considered certain demographic information such as
age, educational attainment, and marital status.

The interview was conducted in the mother’s
home at her convenience and included questions
about volunteer activities, her views of marriage and
child rearing, her relationship with her adult children,
especially the “study child” from the original study

(Sears, Maccoby, & Levin, 1951), and the telling of
the mother’s “life story” (McAdams, 1993) during
which the participant was asked to think of her life
as if it were a book, divided into 5–6 chapters. She
was asked to talk about themes of each chapter and
to give this book a title. Interviews were conducted
by trained interviewers all of whom were females in
their late 40s. The interviews were tape recorded and
transcribed with the mothers’ permission.

Measures

Identity 1951 (Sears, Maccoby, & Levin, 1957)

The 1951 interviewers were trained to assess the
mother’s sense of self after a 1–2 hr interview inquir-
ing about many aspects of their lives, especially their
views of the mother’s role, child-rearing practices,
feelings about giving up their jobs, and balancing
their needs with the needs of the family. The original
study was conducted some years before Erikson’s
notion of identity formation became a household
word, but the authors coded a concept that seems
remarkably like Erikson’s notion of identity: a co-
herent sense of self as an entity including sameness,
traits, role commitment, preferences, values, and
confirmations (see Stewart, Franz, & Layton, 1988).
The interviewer’s assessment included the following
considerations:

This scale measures the [interviewers’ assessment
of] mother’s sense of self. Does she feel she lives up
to her own ideal values, with respect to achievement
and temperament? Does she think she is bright, can
get along with people, is a good mother? Expresses
confidence, self-satisfaction as a person and mother.
Compares self favorably with others. Amount of
self-deprecation, amount of self-praise (codebook,
p. 76).

We have used these ratings to represent the mother’s
level of identity development in 1951 as conceived by
Erikson (1950).

Ego Integrity (Ryff & Heincke, 1983)

Based upon Erikson’s psychosocial stage theory
of development, the 16-item Ryff measure included
such statements as: “My life has been fulfilling, and
I am not frightened by the thought of death”; “I
wish my life were just beginning so I could avoid
many of the mistakes I made earlier in my life”
(reverse coded); and “All in all, I am comfortable
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with the choices I made regarding my life’s work.”
Participants were asked to rate themselves using a
4-point Likert-type Scale ranging from 1: strongly
disagree to 4: strongly agree. The internal consistency
(Cronbach’s α) coefficient for the scale was .83 (sim-
ilar to Ryff & Heincke’s .80). Ryff and Heincke also
reported test–retest coefficients for the scale over a
6-week period as .85.

Loyola Generativity Scale [LGS] (McAdams &
de St. Aubin, 1992)

Also derived from Eriksonian theory, the LGS
is a 20-item scale designed to assess “generative
concern,” which, according to McAdams and de St.
Aubin, includes both an inner desire and a cul-
tural demand to participate in establishing and guid-
ing the next generation. The internal consistency
(Cronbach’s α) coefficient for the scale was .83 (iden-
tical to the authors’ report of .83). The authors also
report acceptable retest reliability, and both con-
vergent and discriminant validity. McAdams and de
St. Aubin reported strong positive associations with
reports of so-called generative behaviors, such as
“taught somebody a skill, provided constructive criti-
cism about somebody’s performance,” “performance
of community service.”

Profile of Mood States [POMS-BI]
(Lorr & McNair, 1988)

The POMS-BI, a recent edition of a test of mood
states that has been evolving since 1971 (McNair,
Lorr, & Doppleman, 1971), was constructed to mea-
sure six bipolar subjective mood states. The six mood
states include: composed–anxious; agreeable–hostile;
confident–unsure; energetic–tired; clearheaded–
confused; and elated–depressed. Over many years
of research the POMS scales have demonstrated
considerable reliability and validity (Lorr & McNair,
1988). For purposes of this research, the six items
associated with the depression scale, operationalized
as despair, were used as the predicted outcome of
low EI. Participants in the study were asked to rate
themselves using a 4-point scale (4: much like this
much to 1: much unlike this) on the following mood
states: sad, dejected, lonely, downhearted, discour-
aged, and gloomy. The POMS-BI scales are believed
to measure “a mood state that is more transient than
a personality trait and yet more lasting than a mo-
mentary mood state produced by a short event like

watching a film” (Weckowicz, 1978). The depression
scale is not to be confused with clinical depression.

Health Variables

Study participants were given a list of health
problems including cataracts, arthritis, high blood
pressure, osteoporosis, high cholesterol, and heart
problems. They were asked to check all that apply
in terms of their own health. They were also asked
to list any major illnesses that they might have had
in the past. These were summed to create a health
problems score.

Psychological Well-Being (Ryff, 1989;
Ryff & Essex, 1992)

To assess psychological well-being, participants
completed a short version of Ryff’s self-report in-
ventory. It consists of six 3-item scales constructed
to measure more positive dimensions of well-being
such as autonomy (e.g., “I am not afraid to voice my
opinions, even when they are in opposition to the
opinions of most people”), environmental mastery
(“I am quite good at managing the many responsibil-
ities of my daily life”), personal growth (“For me, life
has been a continuous process of learning, changing,
and growth”), positive relations with others (“Most
people see me as loving and affectionate”), purpose
in life (“I feel good when I think of what I’ve done
in the past and what I hope to do in the future”),
and self-acceptance (“For the most part, I am proud
of who I am and the life I lead”). Items were mixed
into one continuous self-report instrument. Partici-
pants responded with a 6-point format ranging from
1: strongly disagree to 6: strongly agree. Responses
to negatively scored items are reversed in the final
scoring procedure so that high scores indicate high
self-ratings on the dimension assessed. Internal con-
sistency (α) coefficients for the scales ranged from .82
to .90. (See Ryff, 1989, 1991 for more details about
the measures.)

Additionally, more traditional psychological
well-being scales from the POMS-BI such as uncer-
tainty of self, hostility, tiredness, and anxiety were
assessed in relation to EI.

Interview Material (Content-Coded) Variables

Several questions from the interview material
were used to code different aspects of participants’
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quality of life as described below. The questions were
asked in a relaxed open-ended way; respondents
were allowed to elaborate on their answers and were
probed as to the meaning of their responses. Coding
was conducted by the second author who was blind
to the respondents’ EI score. When a subsample of
10 interviews, selected at random, were coded by a
second rater, the inter-rater reliability, κ coefficients,
calculated separately for each variable, ranged from
.69 to 1.0 (M = .87). Variables discerned from these
interviews are defined below.

Volunteer Work

Questions about volunteering included: In addi-
tion to helping others and being helped yourself, are
there other outside commitments or activities that
were important to you? Any volunteer work for ex-
ample? Answers were coded as: volunteered actively
in the past (1: never or infrequently; 2: frequently or
daily). What about now? Are you involved in outside
volunteer activities now?

Marriage

Questions about marriage included: On a scale
of 1–10, with one being extremely unhappy and 10
being extremely happy, how would you rate your
marriage when you were raising your children?; the
same question was asked of their current marital
satisfaction if married. This question was not open-
ended, but participants were asked to elaborate on
their choices (not coded).

Relationships With Adult Children

We asked the mothers if they thought they
might have raised the study child differently from
any of their other children (coded as yes/no). We
also asked about their relationship with the study
child in the following way: Many parents who have
more than one child frequently say that while they
love all their children equally, their relationship with
each one is different. What is true about your sit-
uation? When you were raising your children, did
you get along better with one of your other chil-
dren than you did with [study child]? (coded as an
overall impression—yes/no); What about now? Do
you currently get along better with one of your other
children than you do with [study child]? (coded as

yes/no). We asked the mothers about their views of
the study child: All parents have hopes and dreams
for their children, which may or may not come true
for a variety of reasons. Is there anything about
[study child] of which you are especially proud?
(coded as 1: very proud; 2: not especially proud). Is
there anything about him/her in which you might be
a little disappointed? (coded as 1: some disappoint-
ment; 2: not at all disappointed).

From the questionnaire, we asked the moth-
ers whether or not the family had fun together.
We also asked a series of questions regarding the
mother/study child relationship including: How close
is your relationship with the study child now?; How
well can you exchange ideas?; How similar are your
opinions and values about life?; How well do you
get along together now?; How well do you feel
you understand the study child?; How well do you
think the study child understands you? All of these
questions were answered on a 6-point scale ranging
from 1: not at all to 6: extremely. Finally we asked,
compared to 10–15 years ago, would you say that
your relationship has 1: gotten considerably worse/2:
gotten somewhat worse/3: stayed about the same/4:
improved somewhat/5: improved considerably.

Helping/Being Helped

In the course of the interview we asked the fol-
lowing questions: How do you feel about getting help
when you need it these days (coded as 1: comfortable
asking for help; 2: uncomfortable asking for help);
Do you anticipate needing any kind of help in the
future (coded as yes/no); Who do you think will
provide that kind of help when you need it (friends
or neighbors, spouse; children, other, all coded as
yes/no); Will the study child help you (coded as
yes/no); How do you think you will feel about receiv-
ing help from him/her (coded as 1: comfortable; 2:
reluctant, but willing; 3: unwilling).

RESULTS

Means, ranges, standard deviations, and inter-
correlations of each of the measures are presented
in Table I. From the total sample of 78 mothers,
70 responded to the section of the questionnaire
asking them to rate themselves on the 16-item EI
scale. Mean item-scores ranged from 2.25 to 3.81,
M = 2.96, standard deviation = .38.
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Table I. Intercorrelations Among Measures

Mean (SD) Years educated Identity 1951 Generativity Health Marital status Despair

Ego-integrity range = 2.25–3.81 2.96 (.38) .29∗ .29∗ .49∗∗∗ −0.2 0.02 −.33∗∗
Years educated range = 9–20 13.91 (2.22) — 0.08 .28∗ 0.11 −0.07 0.02
Identity 1951 range = 1–3 2.12 (.82) — — .27∗ −0.06 0.01 −0.07
Generativity range = 1.90–4.0 2.83 (.49) — — — −0.17 0.22 −.26∗
Health range = 0–10 3.27 (2.25) — — — — 0.04 0.13
Marital status .53 (.50) — — — — — −0.19
Despair range = 3–2.5 −.87 (1.25) — — — — — —
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001 (level required for Bonferroni correction).

Question 1: What are the predictors of EI in
the general sample? Both theory and past research
suggest that it would be related to previous devel-
opmental challenges: identity development, intimacy
development, and generativity. Ego integrity, in turn,
would predict despair. And since previous research
presents conflicted findings with respect to health, we
tested that relationship, along with education, about
which little is known in relation to EI. Thus, we
constructed a series of regression analyses to test the
applicability of Erikson’s theoretical model for this
sample of mothers.

Figure 1 presents the results of these three re-
gression models. For visual simplicity, we have pre-
sented the results as a path analysis framework; we
do not intend to imply causality. For the first set of
analyses, generativity was regressed on identity and
level of educational attainment in 1951. The mothers’
own health and marital status were included for their
possible impact. As can be seen in Fig. 1, all of
these variables significantly accounted for some of
the variance in generativity in 1996 (R2 = .23), with
positive effects of both educational attainment and
identity in 1951. Mothers’ marital status significantly
predicted generativity, so that those who still lived

with/had spouses rated themselves higher in gener-
ativity than the other mothers, most of whom were
widows. Mothers’ health was not significantly related
to generativity.

A second model was set up to test the rela-
tionship between generativity in 1996 and EI, also
assessed in 1996. Again, both identity and educa-
tional attainment from the 1951 data, along with the
physical health and marital status variables, were
included in the model. Interestingly, and in keeping
with Erikson’s theory, generativity significantly pre-
dicted EI, the results of which can be seen in step 2 of
the path in Fig. 1 (R2 = .31). Neither identity in 1951,
nor educational attainment, nor mothers’ health was
significantly related to EI, once generativity was in-
cluded in the model.

Finally, we constructed a third model to assess
the extent to which EI related to depression. As can
be seen in the third step represented in Fig. 1, the
only significant predictor of despair is EI (R2 = .17).

The results of our three regression models pro-
vide clear support for the importance of the inter-
connections of at least three of Erikson’s stages, and
the psychological concomitant of EI. In our model,
the more the mothers had a clear sense of self in

Fig. 1. A 3-model test of Eriksonian theory: 1951–1996.
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1951, the more likely they were to see themselves as
generative in 1996. Moreover, the more the mothers
considered themselves to be “generative” in 1996,
the more likely they were to rate themselves as hav-
ing EI and the less likely they were to be depressed
in 1996.

Question 2: What are the defining characteris-
tics of those who manifest high EI? To answer this
question, we tested the relationship of EI to: helping
others and accepting help from others; the level of
volunteer work (both past and present); marital satis-
faction (past and present); perspectives on the study
child’s childhood environment, and several aspects of
their current relationships with adult children.

Volunteer Work and Helping/Being Helped

As can be seen in Table II, EI was significantly
related to the amount of involvement in volunteer
work, both in the past (r = .35, p < .01) and in the
present (r = .43, p < .001). In fact the strongest re-
lationship to EI in this category is current volunteer
levels. In regard to receiving help, EI was not asso-
ciated with “feeling okay about asking for help” in
the present (the mothers were equally uncomfortable
with the notion that they might have to ask for help),
but was related to a feeling of comfort about receiv-
ing help when they really need it, both now, (r = .31,
p < .05) and in the future (r = .27, p < .05). Two
responses illustrate the reactions of low EI mothers:
(1) “I don’t know. Just if I’m going to die, I want
to die right away. I don’t want to be a burden to

Table II. Ego Integrity in Relation to Helping/Being Helped

EI A R F V1 V2 WSR CSR FSR

EI .14 .31∗ .27∗ .35∗∗ .43∗∗∗ .03 .24 .05
A .66∗∗∗ .35∗∗ .27∗ .34∗∗ .00 .03 .01
R .49∗∗∗ .29∗ .41∗∗∗ .16 .06 .21
F .18 .35∗∗ .17 .27 .18
V1 .45∗∗∗ .08 .40∗∗ .17
V2 .10 .28 .18
WSR .52∗∗∗ .52∗∗∗
CSR .40∗∗

Note. EI: Ego Integrity Score; A: It is ok to ask for help (1: no/2:
yes); R: It is ok to receive help; F: It will be ok to receive help
in the future; V1: number of hours of volunteering/week, 1951;
V2: number of hours of volunteering/week, 1996; WSR: work
social responsibility score; CSR: community social responsibil-
ity score; FSR: family social responsibility score.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001 (level required for significance
with Bonferroni correction).

anybody. I never have been, and I don’t want to start
now. I don’t know what help I’ll be needing. I always
say to Maureen (fictitious name of study child), ‘If
that happens to me, shoot me.’ ” (2) “Well, I figure
that I already have it planned that I’m going to drop
dead so that I won’t need any help. I just planned it
that way, so I don’t think I’ll need any help.” On the
other hand, two examples of response from the high
EI mothers revealed that these mothers were more
planful and more sanguine about accepting help if
the need arose: (1) “Well, I have a wonderful support
system now. I’ve been very lucky, and that’s why—
And I am willing to use it. I should put it that way
because I have friends who have all the same things
accessible to them and do not use it.” (2) “It wouldn’t
bother me to ask them [her four children] for help. If
they said no, I’d say, well, thank you very much; try
the next one; just move along the line.”

Marriage

Ego integrity was significantly related to marital
satisfaction. Most of the mothers reported that mar-
riage now is more satisfying than it was when they
were raising their children (1951, M = 7.85; 1996,
M = 8.52; t = 2.91, p < .01). Ego integrity, assessed
in 1996, was associated with higher satisfaction at
both points in time (1951, r = .34, p. < .01; 1996, r =
.48, p < .001). Since our data did not include a scale
of intimacy development, the stage in Eriksonian
theory between identity and generativity, we specu-
late that marital satisfaction indicates some measure
of achievement in this stage, missing from our model.

Relationship With Adult Children

As can be seen in Table III EI was not impli-
cated in the tendency to say that one should raise
different children in the family in different ways nor
in the tendency to say that they liked one child
better than another (Table IV). EI was significantly
associated both with being proud of the study child
(r = .39, p < .001), and with being disappointed in
some respects (r = −.24, p < .05). Ego integrity was
also significantly related to the extent the mother
reported that the family had fun together (r = .34,
p < .01), but not in the extent to which the family
expressed a lot of love (r = .18, ns).

Most importantly, mothers’ ratings of different
aspects of their relationship with the study child
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Table III. Ego Integrity in Relation to Past Relationships With
Study Child

EI DIF L1 L2 PRD DIS FUN LVE

EI .10 −.02 −.09 .39∗∗∗ −.24∗ .34∗∗ .18
DIF .19 −.01 .15 −.23∗ .00 .01
L1 .15 −.01 −.03 .12 .21
L2 −.14 .09 −.22 .01
PRD −.33∗∗ .29∗ .16
DIS −.08 −.17
FUN .53∗∗∗

Note. EI: total ego integrity score; DIF: Did you raise (study child)
any differently than you did your other children (1: no/2: yes);
L1: In the past, did you like one of your children better than the
others; L2: In the present, do you like one of your adult children
better than the others; PRD: Are you especially proud of (study
child); DIS: Are there ways you are disappointed in (study child);
FUN: score, to what extent did the family have fun together when
you were raising (study child); LVE: score, to what extent did the
family have fun when you were raising (study child).
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001 (level required for significance
with Bonferroni correction).

revealed a pattern of significant relationships with EI
(see Table V). EI was related to mothers’ assessment
of how close they currently are with their midlife
offspring (r = .27, p < .05), with their ability to ex-
change ideas with them (r = .33, p < .01), and with
how well they get along now (r = .31, p < .05). EI
was not related to the mothers’ perceptions of the de-
gree to which there is understanding between mother
and child, or the extent to which the relationship has
improved in the last decade.

Question 3: Does EI predict better psychological
health? As can be seen in Table V, EI is highly corre-
lated with several indices of psychological well-being.

Table IV. Ego Integrity in Relation to Relationships With Adult
Study Child

EI CLS COM LKE MU CU BTR

EI .27∗ .33∗ .31∗ .23 .24∗ .01
CLS .77∗∗∗ .81∗∗∗ .63∗∗∗ .63∗∗∗ .27∗
COM .79∗∗∗ .56∗∗∗ .65∗∗∗ .27
LKE .53∗∗∗ .62∗∗∗ .35∗∗
MU .74∗∗∗ .21
CU .24∗

Note. EI: total ego integrity score; CLS, rating (1–5) of “How
close do you feel now to (study child)”; COM, rating of “How
well do you communicate these days with (study child)”; LKE,
rating of “How well do you and your study child get along these
days”; MU: rating of “How well do you understand your study
child”; CU: rating of “How well does the study child understand
you”; BTR: rating of “To what extent has your relationship with
your study child improved in the last 10 years or so.”
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001 (level required for significance
with Bonferroni correction).

Table V. Ego Integrity in Relation to Psychological Well-being
(Ryff, 1989)

EI SA AUT MA PUR GW OT

EI .67∗∗∗ .25∗ .45∗∗∗ .16 .41∗∗∗ .33∗∗
SA .30∗ .43∗∗∗ .15 .39∗∗∗ .33∗∗
AUT .33∗∗ .30∗ .41∗∗∗ .33∗∗
MA .02 .32∗∗ .33∗∗
PUR .38∗∗∗ .22
GW .39∗∗∗

Note. EI: total ego integrity score; SA, self-acceptance; AUT,
autonomy; MA, mastery; PUR, purpose in life; GW, growth; OT,
positive relations with others.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001 (level required for significance
with Bonferroni correction).

The strongest correlation is with self-acceptance (r =
.67, p < .001), followed by environmental mastery
(r = .45, p < .001) and growth (r = .41, p < .001).
It was also significantly correlated with positive re-
lations with others (r = .33, p < .01), but not with
purpose in life. In general, high EI mothers report
psychological well-being, at least as assessed by the
Ryff (1989) measure. Table V also reveals the extent
to which the well-being scales are correlated with
each other. Ryff (1989), while acknowledging the in-
tercorrelations, makes the case that they “represent
different facets of positive psychological functioning”
(p. 1074).

In terms of more traditional measures of psy-
chological well-being, the picture changes slightly. EI
is negatively related to depression. It is not, how-
ever, significantly correlated with uncertainty of self,
hostility, confusion, tiredness, or anxiety.

DISCUSSION

Erik Erikson suggested that maturity in later
life was represented by a rather ill-defined concept
which he labeled ego integrity. This study adds to
growing evidence that EI can be operationalized
and studied, and is associated with many positive
concomitants. Our findings indicate that EI, as as-
sessed by the Ryff and Heincke (1983) measure,
is highly related to helping behaviors, expectations
of support in times of need, the quality of rela-
tionships, and some aspects of psychological well-
being. Indeed, the results suggest that Erikson’s stage
model of development is not one of those that has
an unattainable highest level. His notion that one
must resolve prior developmental challenges such as
identity before EI can be attained seems to have
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merit as well. Identity, assessed in 1951, was a signifi-
cant predictor of generativity assessed in 1996, which
in turn predicted EI (albeit assessed concurrently).
Integrity then significantly predicted despair, again,
as the theoretical model would suggest. Education
predicted identity development but self-rated health
had no bearing on the relationships estimated here.
These data, with acknowledged limitations, provide
some support for Erikson’s model of development
with respect to adulthood and aging.

In order to clarify further the meaning of EI,
it is interesting to consider variables that were not
significantly related to it. While EI was associated
with almost every element of the Ryff (1989) well-
being scales, it was only related to the depression
scale of the more traditional measure of mood states.
In terms of psychological well-being, EI appeared to
be most significantly linked to (from the Ryff, 1989
measure) self-acceptance (feeling comfortable with
who I am), which must be differentiated from (the
POMS measure) self-confidence (feeling capable and
efficacious), to which it is not related. These findings
suggest that, except for self-acceptance, using psy-
chological well-being measures as proxies of EI is
unwarranted.

Our findings, however, must be considered
against the backdrop of these mothers’ lived expe-
riences. They grew up in a particular era which had
a significant impact on their development (see for
example Stewart & Healy, 1989). To be a housewife
and mother was the main legitimate social and eco-
nomic space for them and the way to obtain adult
status; to remain single or to pursue a profession was
considered deviant for White women during this era
(Breines, 1992). All of the women in this study were
married women with at least one child. Most of these
women gave up their work lives at the time of their
marriage, and all of them had done so by the time
children started to arrive.

In the context of such pressures, our finding
of the importance of identity development assessed
in 1951 for later developmental challenges in
these women’s lives cannot be understated. There
has been much discussion of the ways in which
relationships/connectedness are more central in
women’s development than are aspects of self-
definition/autonomy (see for example Franz &
White, 1985). In the lives of these very traditional
women, we expected relationships to be central,
as indeed they were in many respects. The data
suggest however, that women who have a clear
sense of themselves in young adulthood, and who

find avenues for expressing that self and identity,
are able to meet later challenges (crises) more
adroitly. Identity was defined as, among other things,
“living up to her own ideal values with respect to
achievement and temperament.” Interestingly, the
mothers in our sample who were rated as having
more of these important aspects of self-definition
reported having better marriages, and expressed
greater generativity later on. It would appear that
having a strong sense of self in early adulthood
enhanced connections with others.

The aspect of generativity that involves par-
enting and guiding the next generation also bears
comment. As Breines (1992) has pointed out, being
a mother was almost a generational requirement
for this group of women. It was interesting to note
that the married women reported higher generativity
than did the widowed or single women. Perhaps gen-
erativity declines with losses of intimacy, another ma-
jor component of Erikson’s stage theory, located be-
tween identity and generativity (but missing from our
model). Most importantly, generativity appears to be
enhanced by a strong sense of self (identity), and
is itself the most important predictor of EI for this
sample. While Eriksonian theory would predict that
EI is preceded by generative concern, and other stud-
ies have confirmed its importance for EI (Hannah
et al., 1996; Tesch, 1985), it is unknown whether
our findings would be replicated in a less healthy
sample, more diverse samples, in older women (or
men) who never married or had children, nor in later
generations.

Having demonstrated the efficacy of the Erikso-
nian model using these longitudinal data (two waves
spanning 45 years), we asked what it meant in terms
of real-life consequences to manifest high EI. Of
course, our sample for these results was small and
limited in terms of race and class, and in terms of
having only two data points, but our results suggest
that, for these women, EI is associated with several
positive outcomes. Mothers with high EI also re-
ported satisfying marriages, and close relationships
with adult children. They were also more likely to
report being proud of their adult children and getting
along well with them as well. Most importantly, high
EI mothers were more likely to feel safe in the
assumption that someone, a child or several of their
children, would provide support for them should they
become “dependent,” a point that requires some
discussion.

Most of the mothers in this study reported dis-
comfort with the notion that they might have to ask
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for help from others in the future. It was only when
pressed, “Well, what if you really needed help (could
not get by without it), who do you think would help
you?” that the mothers were willing to specify what
they would do. Past research suggests providing care
for elderly relatives during these women’s early lives
may sensitize them to the hardship involved in such
caregiving and may induce an unwillingness to artic-
ulate their needs for such care themselves (Hareven
& Adams, 1994; Post, 1990; Roberts, 1992).

Also, as we have seen, these mothers and their
children arrive at this transition with decades of
history—which can have a major impact on caregiv-
ing outcomes (Walker, Pratt, & Eddy, 1995). Suitor,
Pillemer, Keeton, and Robinson (1995) have shown
that troubled relationships can lead to unwillingness
to provide care for family members (see also Hamon
& Blieszner, 1990). The low EI mothers, who felt
that their relationships were not congenial, were very
uncertain of their future care even when pressed
to think about it. Given the vulnerability to illness
and the potential need for care in later life, we see
these concomitants of high and low EI as particularly
important.

Our results also support Erikson’s contention
that EI is the manifestation of psychological health
in later life, at least those associated with the Ryff
(1989) scales. The extent to which EI increased was
significantly associated with greater self-acceptance,
environmental mastery, personal growth, and rela-
tions with others. These mothers with high EI were
functioning well—accepting life for what it is, still
striving for self-improvement and manifesting inter-
personal sensitivity.

Overall, our analyses of the relationships among
EI and the concerns assessed here suggest that high
EI is less an achievement than a way of operating in
the world. Erikson (1982) said:

If we consider integrity merely a noble ideal to be
embroidered on a banner and raised high in ap-
propriate situations, we would be doing it a grave
injustice. Integrity has the function of promoting
contact with the world, with things, and, above all,
with people. It is a tactile and tangible way to live,
not an intangible, virtuous goal to seek after and
achieve (p. 8).

Clearly, these mothers who are high in EI manifest
active engagement in the world around them, en-
joying positive relationships, expecting to care and
be cared for, and manifesting several elements of
psychological well-being.

EI, as a conception of maturity, allows for posi-
tive adaptation while acknowledging the despair that
can seep into later life, and provides information
about adaptation that includes but may go beyond
psychological well-being or adjustment. If identity
is self-definition with an eye toward the future, EI
seems to be self-definition with an eye on the past;
this aspect may in fact explain why it was not cor-
related with purpose in life. Even though Erikson
(1963) boasts of wisdom as the virtue associated with
EI, our findings suggest that it is associated with a
host of more down-to-earth benefits as well.
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