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Aging:

chapter 1 3

Dilemmas of Social Support:
Parallels between Victimization
and Aging'

CHRISTINE DUNKEL-SCHETTER
CAMILLE B. WORTMAN

They don’t know that I am here imprisoned in old age, trying to make contact
with the world [Maclay 1977).

There is considerable research suggesting that close supportive rela-
tionships can play an important role in preserving mental and physical

health. Though many questions about the impact of social support remain-

unresolved, we believe that this research may have powerful implications
for the elderly. As social psychologists, we became interested in the
topic of social support while studying how people cope with uncontrol-
lable, aversive life events. Those who have experienced misfortune ap-
pear to benefit greatly from the support of family, friends, and profes-
sionals. Ironically, however, there is evidence to indicate that sufficient
support is often not available. Research suggests that because people
feel discomfort in the presence of suffering and distress, they are often
unable to provide the help and attention that victims need. Thus, the
very nature of victims’ unfortunate circumstances prohibits others from
extending the help and attention that are required.

This paradox was sufficiently intriguing that we examined it among

' Preparation of this chapter was supported by National Science Foundation Grant BNS
78-04743 to the second author.
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