
Multiple disciplines (mindfulness, gerontology, commu-
nication, feminist, and disability studies) emphasize that hu-
mans are created to live in a community and rely upon one 
another.  Gerontologists call these “linked lives.”  Feminists 
stress the need to honor human life’s inherently relational, in-
terdependent, and interactive nature (Daly, 2021).  Those who 
practice mindfulness speak of “radical interdependence.”

From conception until our final resting place, we count 
on others to nurture, support, and be there with us. As prena-
tal humans, we depend entirely upon our mothers and their 
care team.  Once born, we rely upon our parent(s) to give us 
resources (food, shelter, affection) to survive.  As children and 
youth, we depend upon teachers, peers, mentors, communi-
ty, and family in ways too many to count.  Once we become 
an “adult,” the need for others in our lives does not end.  We 
rely upon them to produce our food, craft our clothing, create 
safe communities, supply utilities, build our homes, construct 
modes of transportation, offer emotionally safe spaces, pro-
vide an economic cushion, develop and deliver modern med-
icine, the list goes on and on.  There is not one human being 
who can “go it alone” and survive.  So why, then, does the 
senior industry sell “independence” as a viable life option?

Settersten (2017) suggests “the reality of interdependence 
as a hallmark of adult life stands in direct contrast to one of the 
most cherished cultural values in the United States: indepen-
dence...There is a mistaken assumption that once people have 
reached adulthood, they are completely independent until old 
age…The need to rely on care from others is even sometimes 
described as a “burden” because it violates this cultural value.”  
This threat to independence guides the feeling that you have 
failed as an older adult if you need help with basic ADLs and 
IADLs. In reality, we have been and are interdependent up to 
this point without thinking about it, so aging should be seen no 
differently.  Anderson and Abans (2018) note: “In many ways, 
living into the reality of interdependence is the most important 
issue of our time...It is also challenging because acknowledg-
ing interdependence generates anxiety when we…depend on 
the competence of people we may not know or trust. Choosing 

between dependence and independence is a false antithesis be-
cause all life is interdependent.”

A wealth of scholarly literature suggests that when we 
lean on our support systems physically, emotionally, mental-
ly, instrumentally, and socially, it positively affects our quality 
of life.  Hokanson, Golden, Singer, and Berzin (2020) sug-
gest: “Despite messages that achieving self-sufficiency is in-
dicative of success, youth who do so via independent living, 
employment, bill paying, and more may report feeling lonely 
and disconnected.  More concerning, they may self-identify 
as failures when they do ask for support…Interdependence is 
increasingly held as a preferable goal because it emphasizes 
connection. This is both normative and integral as no one is 
truly independent or self-sufficient.”

The fears of dependency are exacerbated by false prom-
ises of independence in later life.  Selling independence sets 
us up for a sense of failure, and we are less likely to ask for 
the types of support we need.  What then do we do?  Can we 
reframe the marketing of “independence” to the support of 
“dignity?”  Dignity, commonly defined as a “state or quality of 
being worthy of honor or respect,” is an inherently relational 
concept that honors one’s need for autonomous decision-mak-
ing while allowing for a natural exchange of support across the 
life course. Simultaneously honoring dignity and recognizing 
our need for one another throughout life acknowledges inter-
dependency while respecting the desire for personal agency.
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