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Abstract 

Thi.s paper reports the findings of an investigation of 
the decision-making influence exerted within family 
dyads by husbands and wives over sixty-five years of 
age. Each phase of decision-making -- problem recogni­
tion, seareh for information, and final decision-mak­
ing -- was studied with regard to the decision to pur­
chase vacation travel. The data reveal purchasing role 
structures and variations in these structures of family 
dyads as a function of educational levels and employ­
ment statuses of dyad members. 

Introduction 

Contemporary marketing literature is giving increasing 
attention to the population over sixty-five years of 
age. This coneern is well supported, for example, by 
the dramatic growth in numbers of older Americans (from 
three million persons at the turn of the present cen­
tury, to nearLy 25 mi.! lion now), by the increased share 
of the population represented by older Americans (from 
four percent in 1900, to <1pproximately eleven percent 
now), and by their holding of consequential purchasing 
power (per c:apita income in househol.ds with heads aged 
65 and over is higher than that in households with 
heads aged under 25, 25 through 34, or 35 through 44) 
(The Conference Board, 1974). 

The "over-65" population has been investigated primarily 
in terms of its demographic characteristics. Little is 
known, however, about the nature of intra-family deci­
sion-making among members of this group. Even though 
evidence is e~vailable indicating what they purchase, 
research of the decision-making process within this 
group is limited (Tangren, 1977). Consequently, as 
noted by Phi.l 1 ips and Sternthal (1977): "Seldom are 
elderly c:onsumers distinguished from other aduLts, un­
Less a product or service is being targeted exclusively 
at older individuals. This relative neglect of the 
aged segment not only characterizes marketing stra­
tegists' behavior, but also typifies the orientation 
of persons responsible for regulating marketing activ­
ity and those researching consumer behavior." 

Indeed, whLI<' there are numerous investigations of 
family-dyad decision..,-mak!.ng, few empirical studies 
deal Rubstanelally with the decislon process wlthin the 
older lwuseho I d. More typ"l ca U y, mul tlple age cate­
gories an_, considered in c:omposite studies of influence, 
with generalizations made to various age categories, 
where possib.le. For examp.le, some studies have found 
that joint decision-making influences decrease as age 
increases (Wolgast, 1958), while others suggest that 
joint d<'cisJon-making Jncreases with age (Green and 
Cunningham, 1.975). Empirical research which focuses 
prim,.rily on decision-making influences among the "over-
65" popu.lation, such as the work by Tangren (1976), 
Klippel and Sweeney ([971,), and Schiffman (1971), is 
more the cx"''PLlnn lhan the rule. 

Existing empirical studies of family decision-making in­
fluenees can be fnulted on other bases, as well. Nany 
are restricted to discussion of the final state of 
decision-maki.ng nnly. Frequently, responses are 
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obtained from the wife only, rather than from both 
spouses. Also, family characteristics which develop 
from pervasive social changes, and which introduce 
variations in decision-making roles of family dyads, re­
quire more direct attention. Finally, the degree of 
role consensus existing within family dyads may be 
exaggerated by the existing literature. 

Objectives of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the influ­
ences of husbands and wives over sixty-five years of age 
in each of three phases of decision-making to purchase, 
or not purchase, vacation travel. The data collected 
for the study are intended to determine whether the 
husband, the wife, or both husband and wife jointly have 
dominant influences in each phase of the decision pro­
cess. The three phases of decision-making, as delin­
eated in the study, are problem recognition, search for 
information, and final decision making. Vacation travel 
was selected because it represents a significant portion 
of expenditures for recreation by the elderly population 
(U. S. Department of Labor) and is an acceptable use of 
leisure by older persons (Friedsam and Martin 1973). 

The research is structured on the premise that roles 
played by the husband and wife when considering the pur­
chase of vacation travel are played as a function of 
three independent variables: education, employment 
status, and economic well-being. First, an attempt is 
made to determine degrees of influences within family 
dyads (husband-wife couples) for each of the three 
phases of decision-making as a function of the indepen­
dent variables. This will reveal the purchasing role 
structures of these family dyads when considering the 
purchase of vacation travel. Then, variations in pur­
chasing role structures across the three phases of 
decision-making, as a function of the independent 
variables, will be ascertained. More precisely, the 
study is a descriptive study, using primary data and 
designed to measure purchasing role structures of a 
group of selected respondents. The study augments 
efforts of business and governmental decision makers by 
providing an indepth descriptive analysis of a unique, 
selected group and providing information from which 
marketing strategies and public policies for this group 
may be developed. 

Methodology 

TI1e population for this study consisted of 87 family 
dyads (174 persons) residing in the tri-county area of 
Duval, Clay, and Nassau counties in Florida. These 87 
dyads represented 90.6 percent of all qualified dyads 
which held membership in local chapters of the American 
Association of Retired Persons. Eleven of the thirteen 
area chapters participated in the data collection effort. 
One chapter was in the process of disbanding, and another 
did not participate on the grounds that it had no hus­
bands in the chapter. 

Data were collected only from those husband-wife dyads 
which met all of the following selection criteria: 
(1) both husband and wife must be 65 years of age, or 



over; (2) they must live together in the absence of 
others; (3) they must have at least considered vacation 
travel within the past twelve months; and (4) they must 
consider themselves physically able to travel. For 
purposes of this study, vacation travel was defined as 
"pleasure traveL" away from the town in which the home 
of the re>lpondent iH located, with at least one night 
spent away from home. 

The three independent variables identified previously 
(education, employment status, and economic well-being) 
served as the basis for generating hypotheses for the 
study. Three categories of education (educational 
level of the husband is greater than, equal to, or less 
than the educational level of the wife) and four cate­
gories of employment status (husband retired/wife never 
worked; huo;band retired/wife stopped working before 
retirement; husband and wife both retired; and "ail 
others") were established for purposes of analysis. 
Due to the large number of "cells" created by this 
arrangement, and given the anticipated skewness of the 
occupational status data of this aged population, it 
was recognized that some cells probably would remain 
unoccupied. Consequently, it would not be possible to 
test some of the proposed hypotheses. For economy of 
space, hypotheses are spelled out in the "Findings" 
section, and are not repeated here. 

Data were collected through the use of duplicate, self­
administered questionnaires given to both members of 
each family dyad. Respondents were asked to report 
comparative husband-wife influences related to specific 
actions and decisions, using a scale with five Likert­
type alternatives (named below) plus "I don't recall." 
The pretest of the questionnaire indicated that the 
average completion time was 20 minutes for men and 22.9 
minutes [or women. Of the 87 responding dyads, 86 pro­
duced usabLe queHtionnaires. 

Self- and spouse-reported influences were aggregated for 
each dyad nt each level of education and for eaeh em­
ployment status, using the following weights: 

J - Husband Del'i.des 
2 - Husband Domlnant/Wife Involved 
3 - Both Decide Equally 
4 - Wife Dominant/Husband Involved 
5 - Wife Decides 

Aggregate responses then were averaged for each dyad. 
Hypotheses pertaining to educational level and employ­
ment status were supported if average responses of sixty 
percent or more of the family dyads in eaeh of the 
levels of education and employment loaded in favor of 
the spouse perceived as dominant in the hypothesis being 
investigated. lf the husband and wife were perceived 
as making the decision jointly, then sixty percent or 
more of the f amUy dyads had to load in the "Eo th Decide 
Equally" category 1n order to support the hypothe.sis 
pertaining to joint dec is ions. The sixty percent sub­
Jective decJsion criterion wa,; employed to distinguish 
husband or wlfe dominance in categor.ies when dyads 
loaded equa L.Ly among tlte role structure categories being 
investigated. 

Findings 

Hypotheses pertai.ning to educational levels and employ­
ment statuses were tested according to the criteria ex­
plained previously. The findings are summarized below. 
More detailed data are presented in Tables 1 and 2. 
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Decision-Making and Education 

la-c: The greater the number of years of education com­
pleted by the husband in the family, the greater 
the perceived role of the husband as: 

Recognizer of the problem - not supported. 
Searcher for information - not supported. 
Decision maker - not supported. 

2a-c: The gn~a ter the number of years of education com­
pleted by the wife in the family, the greater 
the perceived role of the wi.fe as: 

Recognizer of the problem- supported. 
Searcher for information - supported. 
Decision maker -not supported. 

3: If both husband and wife share a common educa­
tional status (i.e., both have college degrees, 
some college, high school degrees, some high 
school), problem recognition, search for informa­
tion, and decision making will come jointly from 
both husband and wife: 

For problem recognition - not supported. 
For search for information - not supported. 
For final decision making - supported. 

As hypothesized (2a-c) wives with educational levels 
greater than their respective husbands assumed greater 
decision-making roles than husbands in problem recogni­
tion and search. Final decision making for this group, 
however, was characterized by a tendency toward joint 
decision making. The diminution of the wife's decision­
making authority in the final stage was unexpected and 
caused rejection of the hypothesis which stated that 
she would be perceived as final decision maker. 

Hypotheses (la-c) pertaining to the husband's role in­
volvement, where his educational attainment exceeded 
that of his wife, were not supported. As such, the 
husband was not reported as being more dominant than 
his wife in any of the three phases of decision making. 

Where dyad members shared a common educational status 
(3), problem recognition, search for information, and 
final decision making were hypothesized to be joint 
responsibilities. This proved true only in the final 
decision-making phase. The problem recognition and 
search phases were characteri.zed by within-dyad domi­
nance, with the wife more dominant than her husband in 
recognizing the idea of taking a vacation, and the 
husband more dominant than his wife in the search 
phases. The results indicate that role dominance, 
favoring the wife, existed across the three phases of 
decision making, by educational level. 

Decision-Making and Employment Status 

H ret./W never 
4a-c: If the husband is retired, and the wife was never 

employed, the greater the perceived role of the 
husband as: 

Recognizer of the problem - not supported. 
Searcher for information - not supported. 
Decision maker - not supported. 

W stop/H ret. 
Sa-c: If the husband is retired, and the wife stopped 

working before retirement age, the greater the 
perceived role of the husband as: 

Recognizer of the problem - not supported. 
Searcher for information -not supported. 
Decision maker - not supported. 



TABLE 1 

SUMMARY OF FAMlLY ROLE STRUCTURE IN PROBLEM RECOGNITION, 
SEARCH FOR INFORMATION, AND FINAL DECISION MAKING 

BASED UPON EDUCATIONAL LEVELS OF HUSBANDS AND WIVES 
WITHIN DYADS (EXPRESSED IN PERCENTAGES) 

·- ------------------------------ -- Ed-ti"Za-ti~nal L;;el·---------------------·--·-----------

Role Structure 
u-;·-w------------------ -H~W-·-·-----------Ii<w __________ --· TOTAL 

I - -fl - -rrT·--lii _I ___ rr-rfF"· III 1---II ____ iJ'F·--uf -~----II--IfF·--III 

__ : ___ -~-----· -----------------------.:....- -----·------------ ------------------------------------------------
llusbnnd Decides 26.1 26.2 19.1 19.1 21.0 26.3 26.4 21.0 16.0 16.0 12.0 16.0 22.1 21.3 18.6 18.7 

Both Dec!de 35.8 21.4 ]1,,3 64.3 .52.6 31.5 15.8 57.8 52.0 40.0 16.0 64.0 44.2 29.0 15.1 62.7 

Wife DeddeH ]8.1 1,0.5 11.9 1.6.6 26.1• 21.1 15.8 15.9 32.0 36.0 20.0 20.0 33.7 34.9 15.1 17.1, 

lnformHt.inn Not· 
Gntherod 0.0 9.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 21.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 8.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 11.6 0.0 0.0 

Infonnatlnn Not 
fH'<"<' rt n lm•d 0. 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.] 5.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 o.o o.o 1.2 1.2 1.2 

No AI ten111tlveH 
Considered N/A* N/A N/A N/A 36.7 N/A N/A N/A 52.0 N/A N/A N/A 50.0 N/A 

Number of DyndR 19 25 86 

*N/A - Not Appllcnble. 

Key: 11 > w = Educational level of the husband is greater than educational level of the wife; 
II = W = Educational level of the husband is equal to the educational level of the wife; 
11 < w Edurational level of the husband is less than the educational level of the wife. 

Problem Recognition (Phase I) 
II Search About Destination(s) First Considered (Phase II) 
II+ Search About Alternative Destination(s) Considered (Phase II) 

III Final Decision Making (Phase III) 

I! & W ret. 
6:-·-lf-both husband and wife share or have shared 

a common employment status, both will be per­
ceived as jointly: 

Recognizing the problem 
Searching for information 
Making the decision 

"A.LI Others" 

-not supported. 
- not supported. 
- supported. 

7 a-.:.-;;:··-··:rT-ti~e husband is presently employed, and the 
wife stopped working before retirement age, the 
gn'a ter the perceived role of the husband as: 

Recognizer of the problem- not supported. 
Searcher for information - supported. 
Decision maker - not supported. 

8a-c: If the wife is retired, and the husband stopped 
working before retirement age, the greater the 
perceived role of the wife as: 

Recognizer of tile problem- supported. 
Seca·cher for infor:mation - supported. 
Decision maker - supported. 

9: If the wife is presently employed, and the hus­
banJ is retired, both will be perceived as 
jolntly: 

RecoguLd.ng the problem - not supported. 
Searching for information - supported. 
Making the decision -not supported. 

AU combinallonH of employment statuH were inve,;tigated. 
Slnce no dyads ml't other employment combinations, these 
hypothese,; were not tested and, therefore, are not in­
cluded .in this study. 
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In accord with the hypotheses (8a-c), wives in the em­
ployment-status category in which the wife was retired 
and the husband stopped working before retirement age 
assumed greater roles than husbands in problem recogni­
tion, search, and final decision making. One possible 
explanation for this occurrence may be suggested by the 
literature, which indicates that the fuller integration 
of women into the economic fabric of society has 
generated increasing relative decision influences of 
wives. The literature further evidences that if the 
wife contributes, or contributed as with the case of 
retired wives, to family income, she may acquire greater 
perceived decision-making power in the family. The 
data in this study indicate that the wife may have in­
creased her intra-dyad decision-making power by virtue 
of employment. However, definitive acceptance of this 
finding is tenuous. Other factors, such as age, educa­
tion, and social status, may also have increased her 
intra-dyad decision-making power. 

Hypotheses (7a-c) pertaining to husband dominance in 
decision-making, by virtue of his employment, were not 
supported. Where the husband presently was employed 
and the wife stopped working before retirement age, the 
husband assumed less dominance than his wife in the 
problem recognition and final decision-making phases of 
the process. Hypotheses pertaining to these two phases 
of decision-making, in this employment-status category, 
therefore, were not supported. The husband assumed 
more dominance than his wife in the search stage, 
however. One plausible explanation as to why role 
speciaU.zation for search tended to accrue to the 



TABLE 2 

SUMMARY OF FAMlLY ROU: STRUCTURE IN PROBLEM RECOGNITION, 
SEARCH FOR INFORMATION, AND FINAL DECISION MAKING 

BASED UPON EMPLOYMENT STATUSES OF JIUSBANDS AND WIVES 
WITIIIN DYADS (EXPRESSED IN PERCENTAGES) 

Role Structure 

lluat..and Decides 

Both Decide 

Wife Decides 

Information Not 
Gathered 

Information Not 
Alicertalned 

No Attonwt lvo 
Consl.lered 

Number of llyadu 

H ret. 
W never 

I II I:fTlli 

0.0 20.0 40.0 20.0 

60.0 60.0 0.0 80.0 

40.0 o.o o.o 0.0 

0.0 20.0 0.0 o.o 

0.0 0.0 o.o 0.0 

N/A* N/A 60.0 N/A 

5 

*N/A • Nut Applicable 

W atop 
II ret. 

I II u+ III 

19.1 38.2 28.6 9.5 

52.3 9.5 28.5 76.2 

28.6 33.2 4.8 14.3 

o.o 14.3 o.o 0.0 

0.0 4.8 0.0 o.o 

N/A N/A 38.1 N/A 
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Eme1o~ment Statue 
H & W Empl. 
ret All Others Total 

I II rr+ III I II II'~' III I II n"' III 

25.5 18.1 14.5 21.8 20.0 20.0 o.o 20.0 22.1 23.3 18.6 18.7 

41.8 30.9 10.9 60.0 20.0 60.0 20.0 20.0 44.2 29.0 15.1 62.7 

32.7 40.1 14.5 16.4 60.0 20.0 80.0 60.0 33.7 34.9 15.1 17.4 

0.0 10.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 11.6 0.0 0.0 

0.0 0.0 1.8 1.8 0.0 0.0 o.o 0.0 o.o 1.2 1.2 1.2 

N/A N/A 5d.J N/A N/A N/A 0.0 N/A N/A N/A 50.0 N/A 

55 5 86 

Key: It rot.. /W never q lluai.Jand ia retired and wife was never e01ployed; 
W lilop/11 r"t • Wife stopped wor·king before retirement age and husband is retired; 
II & W ret. • l!uth husband and wife are retired 
Empl. All Others • Husband is presently employed and wi.fe stopped working before retirement age (2 dyads); 

Both husband and wife stopped working before retirement age (1 dyad); 
Husband stopped working before ret.trement age and wife is retired (1 dyad); 
lluaband is retired and wife is presently employed (1 dyad), 

I = Problem Recognition (Phase I) 

·1u1+ ·~ ~earct11 AA~ou t ADe1stlnat1ien (0a) F11 rst 1Co1(1si) d~0rned91 d(P8lrlea.dse (Pllh.a). se :) 
• ~ear~• uout ternat ve est nat ou s ~ < 

ill • Ffnal Decision Making (Phase III) 

husband in these dyclds may be his perceived compE-tence 
by virtue of Ids "position" in the lv:>rk forr·e. 1\Jthough 
the data in this study provide inconclusivE' results 
about tl1.ls possible explanation, the. tnsk of informa­
tion Reeking mny calL Eor an appropriate division of 
effort based on the pPrcetved competence of the employed 
husband. 

Where the husband ,vas retired and the wife never Has 
employed, Lbe !typo theses (/•a-c) statJ.ng that the hus­
band ww.dd :1ssume gn,aLer domlnance th;:m h1s c;l fe in 
problem recogrd t· ion, search_, and f:i.n<J 1 dec isi.un making 
were not supported. The data Lndicnte that the deci.-
si.on-making process was conducted juintly by dyad mem­
bers i.n this employment-<.; ta tus category. 

Where the husband was n'Lired aild the wife s::opped \ifork­
ing befot~c retirement a.ge (5:1-c), the husb.:aHi assumed 
less dominance than his wifc2 in the three phases of 
dec is ion making. Thus, hypo theses per crdn ing t0 hus-
hnnJ invo1vemen L ~ us <l func t:.ion 0 f his re.t:J reme.nt, were 
not suppurtc,d. Where ilyp<.Jtheses Wt";:-e nut supp"rted, 
further andlysis was conductl'd t.o ;JeteL>nine the prob­
able cause for non-8upport. l\..~.; E~xpected, where dt~ci­

sion-making l..-Jns not a juinL effor·t b_v members c)f a dyad~ 

r·espowdbiJlty fur dec,isl.on-making tended '" accrue tn 
the w1ft·. [n the search Htage} howevt~r~ responsibJ11ty. 
a! thPugh nut. a _jo.lnt: c~ffort, was J.iv.Lc1F·(~ <-tmvn~~ dyad 
members, i..e. ~ ;-JH ;lpprnxi.rnnt()]y e1udl pcrcr:-~n!·agt~ o 1 

husbrntds • .:11Hl wJ ves ~ searched. 
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It was hypothesized that joint ded.sion-making would 
emerge i.n employment-status categories in which the 
wlfe presently was emplc>yed and the husband was retired 
(9), and in categories in whi.eh both husband c::nd wife. 
sh:1red a common employment: status (6)" In the former 
case, the hypothesis pertaining to the search phase was 
supported, while in the latter case the hypothesis per­
taining to the final decL<Jion-making phase was supported. 
In Lhe four instances [joint prohlem recognition and 
final declsion making in tile category in which the \·J:!.fe 
wus employed and the husband was retired (9), and joint 
probl·~m recognition and se.arch in the category :tn which 
both spouses shared a common employment status (6)] in 
which hypotheses were not supported, the wife was re­
ported as more dom:l.nant than her husband. 

The data ln<iicate tlwt: where the wife entered the work 
force at some time durl..nf! l•er Ufetime, she assumed 
morE' domlnance than her lmsband in the dec:! sion-makJ ng 
process (proble.m recognition, search, and final deci-
sion-making) regarding vncat1.on travel. The same 
lindlng wns not reported for her hushand, however. The 
Lendency toward traditionality of male dominance in 
e.mployment positions for thfs particular age group may 
exp !a in these res,,l ts. 



Decision-Making by Economic Well Being 

(10}: 
(null} 

Among family dyads which considered vacation 
travel, there is no difference in the economic 
well being of the family dyad which purchased 
vacation travel and the family dyad which did 
not purcha>~e vacation travel - not >~upported. 

The data did not support the null hypothesis (10) which 
fltated that the economic wellbeing, as measured by net 
worth, of family dyad>! which purchased vacation travel 
would be the same as the economic wellbeing·of family 
dyads which did not purchase vacation travel. There­
fore, it was concluded that the economic wellbeing of 
tho>~e who purchased vacation travel was different from 
the economic wel.lbe.ing of those who d.id not purchase 
vacation travel. AnaJys.is of net worth for all dyads 
indicated that those dyads which purchased vacation 
travel had an average net worth between $25,000 and 
$49,999 while those dyads which did not purchase vaca­
tion travel had an average net worth between $15,000 
and $24,999. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Nine of thP 2H hypoth<•fWH teHted ln this study were 
Hupporl!•d, willie I'! W<!re tlDL (;eneral.ly, the <lata 
suggest that wivl'H within the older famiJy dyads were 
perceived as more dominant than husbands in recognizing 
the idea of taking a vacation, and in searching for in­
formation relevant to the vacation. Role dependency, 
however, manifested .itself in the form of joint deci­
sion-making in the final decision-making phase in which 
dyads comm.it themselves to purchase or not purchase va­
cation travel.. Role dependency may have occurred as a 
function of lack of interest and/or lack of confidence 
by either spouse in making the final decision, lack of 
time, or sheer lack of desire by either spouse to accept 
blame for a poor decision, should the decision be found 
to be poor. 

This study tends to support the idea that the older 
family dyad selected for this study is not a homogeneous 
unit. Rather, the interrelation between members of a 
dyad and the roles that each member plays in decision 
making seem to be distinctive factors to be considered 
in seeking better explanations of consumer behavior. 
Classification of a decision into various types of 
spouse-dominant influence suggests that communication 
strategies, media selection, and promotion policies may 
be "targeted" to the spouse responsible for the decision. 
For example, the group provides a highly targeted market 
for such media as direct mail or telephone selling, each 
of which eommuni.eates an individualized, personal appeal 
to a selec. ted market. These media possess the qualities 
of adaptabi.lity and timelines. The media could be used 
by travel agencies who could time messages to coincide 
with spousal influences. 

J.n summary, the study was not intended to be an explana­
tion of the predispositions of all older adults. The 
study described a selected group of people from which 
generali7.ations, on a logical basis, may be made. 
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