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sipuational_Pactofh in thelhssessment s -
_ of &3mpetence in’Adulthood and 0ld Age
o .. ' Rick J. Scheiatl . ' ' ‘
.y - N ” . . . -~ . ¥ i ] -
-‘ . .
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! . " K. Warner Schaie has outlined the need and the task that confronts "
il 'us'In‘our‘atteTbts to adequately assess adult competence, .”The'task,“

he étatesgﬂfwflkvbe fio less‘ihan that éaced by Binet in‘initially'measurm {
¢ : ing‘the intélligence of schdol childrea" (Schaie, in press, p.9). He has
R . ’ . . .

. pointed 'to the need-for the development of "completely new strategies k

. -- = . - .

for the measurement of intellectual competente of the elderly," strategié% s .

.

which "require an amalysis of criterion variables Eelevhnt to the life

‘

) experiences and lifé roles.of both the’recently retired (or young) old"
! .
and the very ‘aged" (p.9). ‘I hope, in this short space, to depict my view
. . " .
of the direction such analysis might take, as well as present a strategy
= ]

i ' which attempts to generate contextual criteria relevant to the assessment

"of competence in adulthood and old age. ’ >
~“selecting Assessment Criterja & Al

How does one select crigeria which allow the best assessment of adult ¢

competence? At the broadest level, there are two reflective considerations

whicb may aid. in suggesting answers. Both have methodological implications:

L .

First, criteria which effectively represent competence can -be selected,

fottuhately, on a finite number'of bases, or what Weitz (1961) has termed
‘criteriQ for critqpia:" Such rubrics include precedence, expedience,
relevance, and reliability. We know at this point qhat there are few

.

Ptecedents for the criteria we seek to assess adult competence. The pioneer-
4 5 .

4 ' ing efforts of Deming and Pressey (1957) are among these few. Indeed, as

Warner Schaie has indicated, our bresent position is largely determined

by our feelihgs that past ‘criteria of inggllectuaf functioning fail to *




.

N . adequately assess theﬁfunctidnal compctencies of adults.‘“There are few

. behavioral measures readily agailable which expediently lend to our efforts.
We thus find that we are attemﬁting to simultaneously invent and dispover

cziteria which are.relevant, but for which there is little precedence and

- e 4 4 g s N y
) ready availability. But relevance for what?

" The second consideration addresses this question more specifically, e

-

. . while fdcusxng upon the problem of criteria selection more generally. Criteria

eelection is intrinsically ‘tied to the construct meaning of competence, and
. 1 .
the requirements which criteria must fulfill are made clearer as the -
L s ) ' ‘
construct itself is made clearer. So naturally some thought must be. given

.

to what it is we mean by cpmpetence. As opposed to opting for‘a strict

theory, we have made a conscious commitment at this point to remain flexible

. in defining competence, thus heediné Barker's advicelﬁhat "on the frontier,

a pluralistic? open-minded, empirical, prototheoretical approach is the

only one'possiblef (1963, p. 10). We are, however, sensitivelto the great

LR

~ many theoretical issues inherent in our use of the construct of competence,

and my colleagues will touch upon many of these, including capacity-

performance, genotype-phenotype*distinctions, motivational, task, and 7 %

dispositional interactions, ag well as developmental considerations. A :

- ’

flexible theoretical strategy allows the examination of the full breadth
* of cognitive apd behavioral factors determining and mediating'adult compe-

tence. It allows the poseibility, by removing.strict conceptual limita-

e

tions, of discovering whether there are competencies (and their kind and .
complexity) as opposed to holding ourselves to a single type of competent
responding. Fortunately, some diverse conceptualizetions,do exist, and,

. 1 4 -~

I believe, may be usefully considered as asbects of the competencies we

‘

1 have in mind. ‘Powell Lawton (1975), for instance, has proposed an omnibus ¥ @
' > 7 ,V‘



definition, where competence is " ‘e theoretical upper 1imit of capacity

of the indxbzdﬁal to functio ij ax 2as of biologzcal health, sensation,

. .

pexception, motorxc—behavzor, and cognitlon" (p. 21). Birren (1964) has

suggested that Antellectual funct@oning in.the elderly cight be assessed,

\ N *
through the abilities which the aged use in affective and interpersonal

o behavior w&tﬁ/criteria of social eﬁfecﬁ_iveness\~ Responding to this sugges-

o8

sion, Fisher and Pierce (1967) épplied criteiia‘o%.social'and cognitive

accessxbllity to develop a typology of mental dlsorders for the aged,, Re-'

. searchers outside of gerontology haye suggested other definitions. Inkeles S

seFting demand§ upon individuals, demands requiring adaptive behaviord. 1Ip )

. distinguishing pEtweéh ccmpetence and intelligence, Warner Schaie.has use-

. ’ S\ k S
(1966) pogits a social role perfoxmance view of competence, while Gladwin
1 1 NN .

© (1967) believes.adaptability and coping criteria, including a reality test- -

ing comp'onent, should be used. Smth (1968) and Rotter, (1966) view self~ e
‘ . ‘

peroeived mastery and control'as central: td competent/functzoning. Guilford' pe :

(Hendricks, et al., -1969) assessment of creative soc1a1 intelligence offers )

promising measurement 'models which we.afe cu#rently egaminlng. In the Tt
7/
absence of empir;cal evidance to the contrarx, there is no reason to doubt

that ‘each of these compétencies may contribute to the effective éveryday
v L] . . ’

iuncéionipg.of 61de; persons. While Varéed, they do provide a Gestalt-like
flavor df our concerns. Overall, there is the'impb@cit assumptjon that
L :.' . %

behavioral funotioning is dntrinéicallyﬁtied to varying environmental and .

. . N .o g

LTl 7 ’ 8 . o
. = F

» » ‘ * @ . :
fully made explicity the need for study df specific_situatiopal-behavioral
interactions here. What we now need howcver, are more specific data on ,

the person X. (competent) behavior X setting intcractions,'a large task "
Al .
) e :

i conside;ing the variation which may occur both within.and between cheseA

-

riadic elements. In the space which remains, I would liKe to briefly outline
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I
a strategy which will help us in this regard. ‘' -
’ %, ' b \

The Inte.ractionitst péja vu ‘
DAt ieast three psycholc;gical disciplines are_ recognizing the valiéity
of Lewin s (1935) f:rty-year old, almost common-sensical dictum: B = (f)
P x E, where behavior is a m\)ltiplicative funct.J..on of -a person an<d an
‘ environmental contekt. No one has really doubted the lntultlve truth value
'of .this st'atement; but a munber of researchers in soclal-personality, intellec‘-

thl development, and environmental psychology optcd, over the years, to: , ' .

. place their stress unduly on the person or the environmental side of
\

dispositions. aecently, the emphasis 'in this f\iem has shift

vy




of interaction effecte. And within’.t.he c'ognitiye literature, Schaie and

~Gr:il:'f)en (1975) have reseerched some of the moroenvironmental factors

: present in the, day«to—klay experience of adults which affect the mainten- - .

~

"ance of qoqnitive functions. Lawton has articulated an interactionist

ﬁeory of adylt competence which considers both individual adaptatlon, level and

' ,‘ environmental .press. 'And Labou\}ie-VJ.ef has outllned "the ne’ed to develop )
. ¢ envirorinental conceptualz.zat,ions 'in a more dy.nmnic fashion,, exa’mining per—.-

" i formance variations in close temporal synchrony wn.th potrentially relevant B
envﬁronmental settings" /(1976, pP. 82). . . o
1f, as v{e assume, competence or com;;eten:ies vary as. a function of

: / " contextual conditions, what is needed is a strategy which will empirioally

identify syich-interactions, Ideally, ‘the strategy should allow a. descrip-

se interactions across' the adult life—span, yet provide an o .

¥ -

vehicle for the unde'fstanding of "the myriad developmental aspects'
Ny ]

ence as‘well.. Briefly,.the strategy we are. developing j.ni@lves ¥
(1) the careful, systematic development of a taxo,r?ny' of situational attri-
, K o R X

-

P butes. relevant to the‘expetience of the elderly, (2) the empirical derivation
¥ ’ v : :

of typical and specific everyday situations enc'ounte.red by the elderly
. ; . .

which provide the oontent of the ‘taxonomy, (3) the determination of the

£ ' ‘ - ¢ LN b e

mos't important or critical Behaviors which mediate successful peyformance

A 3 in these classes of situations (4) linking behaviors and utua}mns by .
. - \ BT
. : having selected samples of elderly persons Q-sort situations ‘a ng ‘these
_critical behavioral dimensions, (5) iden‘:ifying, through fa(:tor analytic .

tre.atment of, such data, (a) person types -- persons similar .in the kinds
of situatilcms they find themselvq‘s encountering (and, later, in the kinds S
A * v §
‘ .. - . .
of behavioral responding they share across situations), and, eventually,

* ; 5 -

{(b) situation types ==~ situations functionally similar in their shared *

LI

fd . 7 . 1 . : __l -
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Yo response ‘dimensions (king, magnitude), and (c) competence or. re§ponse e

.

I3

types - specific kinds of competenl” behaviors occurring in similar kinds

" . V .

: of situations. . Y . .
A A Taxonomy of Situational Attributes -
3 . e

., Several peisons' have ,diécdésed the desirability of construc'ting,a.

.faxonomy of situations for research purpoSes (Krause, 1970; Lawton, 19%74;
i 5 B 5 . v . B

Sells, 1963; Windley, 1974) and some hage suggested taxoni)mizing.situational )

- attributes, as opposed 't6 situations themselvgs (Cattell, 1963; Frédericksen,»

U .

- 1972). Few researchers heve éctuelly developed either type of taxonomy. o

Sells' (1963) taxonomy is, perhaps, the best descriptive taxonomy of the great.
number- of . social, physical, and behavioral attributes characterizing the total

’

. ! e ’ h
stimulus situation. Conceptual bases of classification naturally require
. i ;ome definition of the entities we wish to classify. Wﬁen we speak of .

eldei:ly persons encopnte;in,g or participating in particular situations,
* o . » : . Rk .
we are locating those persons in specific concrete milieus, noted by a

PA‘-M%--‘\V——ﬂ\oe g v R w

fairly apecific time and position locus in mOst instances; such a nﬁ.l.leu.':.s o

. cheracterized by varyin'g%ehavioral requirements, behevioral constraints, ¢

: *and’behavioral potentials. The situaﬁion differs from a simple stimulus
Lo, v =~ )

in that it has features \&hich affect the success and quality of respond—-

1ng (Cattell, 1963) . Doing weekly shopping in a market, making social

arrangements for a dinner party, wa{ting in a long line of people attempt—

”

ing to get tickets to some entertainment, listening to a friend con'iplain

) of aches and pains, filing an income tax return, wading in waist=high
. “ ’ . » - ‘ P
water, driving an automobile on a crowdet{! freeway,. or lying in‘'bed thinking
v o % . - o

‘. over t.he day's activiéies are situétions illustrative of our meaning here..

o

‘me great; convenience of a taxonomy is that it: al),ows us to estimate

. . v

the behavibr, prevmusly undetermmed, which occurs in/any .situat:ion by,
. . /4

.




l déscribing .its sociophyg!oaL-and psychological s1m11arity to classes of

sltdations with attributes possessing known behavxoral and psycholoqxcal

_meaning (Camtell, 1963). Plexshman (19;6) has noted that taxonomies are LA

not- dxscovered but must be invented, and \that such 1nvent10n is, hopefully,

~

grounded in empiric&l research. Ohr invention has, wheneverapossible, folloéed

this advice. "The taxonomlc attributes we are employlng were derived from

a thorough scrntlny of the available literature, partlcularly the wo:k'bf
.

Rudolf Moos-(}?73), ‘and from situations empirically generated through .direct

" contacts with eldef;y persons. Major taxonomic diMensions’ include activity

(overt behaviors), structural character (including-the- subcategories of -

.

SF K 4 S - -
physical locus, 1nst§tutional attributes, atmosphere, and,territorial rele- |

-
.

vance) , behavioral attributes (including role attributes and socioadapta-

tional characteristics), and two response defined attribute categories -

afféctive quality (evaluative and arousal subcategoties) and functional

utllltx (a reinforce ment contlngency frame modeled after Lazarus primary’

and secondary apprJi al ptocesses) These attrabutes wilr'be evaluated by

a pool of elderly judges as being relevant'or irreleyant as taxonomic dimen-
\ ¢ [

L

sions for the situations they rubricize, and| taxonomic dimensions may be

modified, if neceséary, as a result of this evaluation.

"
- ¢ .

The Empirical Derivation of Situations’

The empirical generafion of situations has, of tourse, two correlated

.

'sampling conéiderat;ons -~ in order to sample situations, we must sample _ °

people. We have attempted to draw our sit’mal sampling from persons

60 years and up, from pools represeaving physically active persons across
- ' ) 1 i o
various ethnic groups and socioeconomic levels. We have not inc;udcd

.~

immobile or institutionalized elderly, although nothinq'prcvents us from

examining these populations in the future. We are sampling with ‘some
\ ’ .
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‘diversity, in hopes of assur}ng that we do not miss a great proportion

- (by omittifig a significant faction of the elderly population) of situations
g * ) = . ) - ’ .
-descript;vely different from the classes.we use in our taxonorﬁy. Oux
. i . \'\ { g - \ i
participants- are selected through senior centers, chuxch- groups, U.S.C.

Gerontology Center Volunteers, from the streets of Ios/Ahqeles_, in parké

- » .
s . .

a BTN :
and other settings, and through previous research rosters. -

. \' . . 3 . -, : ¢ K]
Thus far, three response formats have peen used to elicit information /
£r part'a'.cgpants: (1) an activity interview assessincj situations whith » /?
) ‘ . . ) ) P .

-

» .
occur most fr

equént‘ly in their daily, lives,, (2) ‘a questionnaire asking for [
\

A \ ' . ,. i - / ' /
situations and events encountered which conform to various evaluative, /

-~

Y

~ 4 -

these situations. At pz"est';'nt1 we h‘ave two strategies fox selecting behaviors
’ . i \ -

E which we think might define competent ’perfomahce. The first qpproach is

’ . $ .
suggested by Flanagan (1954) in his description of- the critical incident
i ’ * p
‘technique: "It is clearly impossible to report that a person has been

.

’




! Pl
\
\

either effective or ineffective in a pangticular act1v1tyT5y performing t '

¢ X ,‘ a specxfle act unless we know what he is expected to acébmplzsh" (p. 336)
L \

Aﬂ\approach’similar to the critical incident technique might be employed

where, through field observatlons"rd interviews, we empirlcally identify {

the critical behaviors necessary and/or suff;:;ent to adaptive perform-. 'i

ance in representative situations in oL;'taxonomy: We would thus have a !
f f listing of the behaviors associaeed gi;h or required qx situations possess~

< ing varying a;tribute combinations. We migﬁg-thus boil doyn these behaviors;
reducing redundancy, leaving clueters of behaviors which cohere in terms
" -6: the kinds of ' performance criteria they share; Ere second strategy-assumee
®
that direct field assesgment in actual situations is unwieldy, and that
P behaviors crucial to competent performance can be derived more parsimoniously,
guided by definitions of competenee‘iy the theoretical literature. Elderly
participants can, upon request, simply tell us:what behaviors they feel
typif& eacﬁ situation a;xeady present in our sample, and, more‘particularly,
can indicate the kind and/or degree of coping, adaptive responding, pef- .
. ceived mastery, and role skill performance each xequires.: w:ryill probably .
employ both 7f these approaches’ in' $ome combination, using the behavioral
determinations, as the dimensions along which other elderly subjects can

\

respond to the situations. = |

@-Sort: Behavioral Dimensions of Situations | . <
The Q-sort is a technique by which a rater sorts a.eonsiderable numpcr

of statements along a response dimension. The statements are similar to

tese items in this regard, with t&e statement value éete;ﬁined by where-

the subject places it along a semi-normal, forced-choice distribution., 1In

our efforts, the stimulus statements are the separate situations, each

represented as verbal descriptor, that is, written on cards. (Cattell



nas called the problen of adequately rebresenting situations a "Chinese

.

nest of boxes," where alternative presentation modes shift’,the,perceptual

'

vel and pessible meaning which suLjects aseign to situations, We are
senyitive to the problems of representation,‘and_have considered a‘variety

ways of presenting situational stimuli to participants, including photo-
graphic depietions). Subjects.read through a’ deck of approximately 100

situations, -and sort them alongabehavioral response dimensions. relevant to
competent ‘performance. As mentioned previously, our strategy at present

calls first for a small group of elderly judges to sort situations along
taxonomic attribute dimensions so we may thus Xocate attribute values for

each situation.. This allows us to sharpen and refine the content or

attribute validity of our taxonomy, if indicated. Following this refine-
ment procedure, the strategy is open and operationally emploYable. Elderly
. persons will sort (rate) situations, now posseseing quantlfied attribute

values, along the relevant behavioral dlmensions critical to competent

.performance. ' For example, each person mey be asked to rate- from.his/her

. own perspective each situation as to 'its frequency of occurrence in one's

life, the degree to which it taxes physidal, biological functioning, the

degree to whlch it requlres varlous a&aptlve capac1t1es, the degree to whrch

it is percelved as supportive or threatening, or the degree to which one

is able to carry out behav1ora1 requ1rements of yarious kinds.
: ’ . (S
Data Analyses: Competen ge X, Rerson X 51tuatlon X Interactions

These situatlon ‘'sorts may be performed by elderly perSOns representirng

.
]

any criter;on group selectively sortxng along any behavxoral dimensions of

interest. The first analyses, as ind1cated, will emp%y Q-methodology to

.

determine if there are "person-types. elderly persons ‘who ‘group by v1rtuc

of finding themselves in-similar 51tuatlons or classes of situationsy

¢

1
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Further analyses will employ response X situation matrices to asdess,

. . 4 i |
for both kind ’and complexity, the behavioral similarities emerging acrogs P

situations, and the qituationf)’rpcs, sitga;ions sharing similar resboﬁse

dimensions, magnitudes, and so forth. Through such analyses we hope to

anpifically identify the competence~situation x"ela(;ions,~ in a way which

Wil
respects individual differences among elderly persons. Thus, futy)\te

xesearch will determine, for example, how elderly persons of vhrying status

v
.

on socioeeonémic.‘ héalth, life-~style and life-complexity, personality or

cognitive variables differentially adapt to classes of situations. One of '

4he most inte(teating futuxe investiqatiéns will examine ‘the relation between

caupetence factors and the nnderlylng factor’ stmctute of ttaditional tests * ‘

of intellectual per!omance. And there are many developmentakqueationa, . T

including the ontoqenetic atability md chanqe of possibl’ competenca factors.

Adequate answers to these queatiom xequzte a life-span exnninauon of

individual contextual dynanicsu At a future point, it will be possible

to expand the taxonomic classification of situatioms to other age groups,

- thus allwing such comparative and developmental study.

-

- 1 hope these brief and/froad comments have successfully illustrated

the operating perspective and the myriad problems associated with our

. ~
tagk -~ that of identifying and assessing situationaf\ factors affecting
competent behavior in adulthood and old age.

-
.
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