
68 friendships forged in fitness

friendships forged in fitness: an ethnography of older 
women’s social experiences at a community fitness center

Britteny M. Howell
University of Alaska Anchorage, Division of Population Health Sciences, 3211 Providence Drive, Anchorage, Alaska 99508; 

bmhowell2@alaska.edu

Bridget L. Hanson
Montana State University, Center for Health & Safety Culture, 2327 University Way, Ste 3, Bozeman, Montana 59715;  

bridget.hanson@montana.edu

Samantha Wanner
University of Alaska Anchorage, Division of Population Health Sciences, 3211 Providence Drive, Anchorage, Alaska 99508; 

sdwanner@alaska.edu

abstract

Gerontological research demonstrates that the social relationships forged by older women at com-
munity and �tness centers can be long-lasting and provide a variety of supportive functions. Research 
shows that participants, especially older women, are more likely to adhere to a �tness program when 
they have social supports. Older adults enjoy and respond well to pool- or water-based aerobic exercises 
that are safe on the joints and provide a comfortable environment away from the gym’s intimidating 
nature. �erefore, water-based classes provided at community �tness centers are well positioned to 
provide ample social opportunities to further reinforce continued physical activity for older women, 
resulting in health and quality-of-life improvements. However, anthropological and ethnographic re-
search into friendship formation and maintenance among older American women is lacking in the 
literature. �is project was a three-month ethnographic exploration of the social relationships created 
and maintained in the context of water-based �tness classes (water aerobics) at a local community cen-
ter attended primarily by white older adults (aged 50+). �e friendships forged by women in the pool 
provide a variety of social supports that help to maintain healthy-aging outcomes among participants. 
Using a Grounded �eory approach, this study utilized participant observation, semistructured key-
informant interviews, and survey questionnaires to provide a holistic anthropological investigation of 
the important physical, social, and mental health bene�ts that �tness center friendships can have on 
the daily lives of older women in urban Alaska. 

introduction

Physical activity tends to decline as we age (Sallis 2000), 
which is related to increased risk of poor health outcomes 
(Warburton et al. 2006). Research shows that older adults, 
especially women, are more likely to adhere to a �tness pro-
gram when they have social supports (Cress et al. 2005; 
Howell and Bardach 2018). Likewise, gerontological re-

search demonstrates that the social relationships forged by 
older women at community and �tness centers can be long-
lasting and provide a variety of supportive functions (Aday 
et al. 2006). Social supports not only increase  physical ac-
tivity among older adults but also have other signi�cant 
health bene�ts. Research shows that social isolation and 
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loneliness is linked to all-cause mortality risk and a range 
of disease morbidities (Holt-Lunstad et al. 2017).

Anthropological research shows that friendships 
among adults may take a variety of forms, depending on 
cultural context (see Bell and Coleman 1999). For ex-
ample, Western middle-class ideas of friendship tend to 
involve personal and spontaneous relationships between 
individuals, who may decide to form new relationships 
or break o� old ones as they see �t. Such a de�nition of 
friendship may imply a degree of autonomy that consti-
tutes a “sociological luxury” (Paine 1969:513) not a�orded 
to people in other societies, where formalized or ritually 
sanctioned relationships may predominate (Cohen 1961; 
Desai 2010). Although friendships are an important aspect 
of social life, research about the role of friendships among 
older adults is largely lacking in the anthropological litera-
ture (Blieszner et al. 2019), with the notable exception of 
Sarah Lamb’s work (1997, 2000, 2002, 2009). �is is a 
concerning knowledge gap in the research because older 
adults’ experiences of health and quality of life are strong-
ly associated with the quality of their social relationships 
(Holt-Lunstad 2017), and anthropological methods and 
analysis are well suited to �ll this gap in our understand-
ing of this important issue.

�is ethnographic exploration of the social relation-
ships created and maintained in the context of water-based 
�tness classes (water aerobics) at a local community cen-
ter attended primarily by older adults aims to �ll this gap 
in the anthropological literature. �is project looks at the 
impact of these classes on friendship formation and physi-
cal and mental health among women. In this paper, we 
utilize a Western de�nition of “friendship,” held largely 
by the white urban research participants, as a relationship 
based on mutual respect, appreciation, and liking (Bryan 
et al. 2013). �e de�nition goes beyond mere acquain-
tances with peers, where people spend time with those of 
the same age and maturity level, and includes relationships 
that provide informational, tangible, and emotional sup-
port and belonging.

We focus on women because research shows that white 
American men and women de�ne friendships di�erently 
and report distinctions in the social bene�ts of their friend-
ships. For example, white women in the U.S. report friend-
ships that are closer, more supportive, and more coopera-
tive than those of men, possibly due to di�ering cultural 
constructions of gender and an unequal position in the 
social structure (Felmlee and Muraco 2009; Rubin 1985). 
Older women also have higher expectations from their 

friends and place greater emphasis on intimacy than older 
men (Felmlee and Muraco 2009), resulting in friendship 
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to be popular among older adults (Amireault et al. 2018; 
Hale et al. 2012; Howell and Bardach 2018). Research 
also shows that water-based �tness classes, such as water 
aerobics, are often attended primarily by older women 
(Bocalini et al. 2008; Rezaeipour et al. 2021). Considering 
the potential health bene�ts from water-based �tness cou-
pled with the social bene�ts of attending group classes, 
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protective equipment (PPE, i.e., face masks) before vac-
cines were widely available. However, this unprecedented 
experience further demonstrates how important social re-
lationships are for older women in Anchorage.

analysis

All �eld notes were recorded by the lead author immedi-
ately after participation in water aerobics class or related 
community activities. All interviews were audio-recorded 
and transcribed using a low-cost, automatic, online tran-
scription service (www.temi.com). �ese transcriptions 
were downloaded, quality checked, and edited against the 
audio �les by the third author (Wanner). Field notes and 
interview transcripts were coded by the �rst and third au-
thors using line-by-line textual coding of the materials in 
NVivo v. 12 Pro (QSR International, 2018). Using deduc-
tive analysis and a Grounded �eory approach, the au-
thors attached low-inference codes to text segments con-
sisting of a sentence or paragraph (Card 2015). Grounded 
�eory approaches encourage researchers to create recip-
rocal relationships with research participants to facili-
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employed (17 were retired). Half of the participants re-
ported having attended the community �tness center for 
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to Beverly’s desire to “not overthink the situation” since 
older adults were frequently being told that they were at 
risk for this virus due to advanced age, possibly leading 
to a depressed mood among water aerobics participants 
during the shutdown (Armitage and Nellums 2020). 
Clearly there were many positive e�ects of water aerobics 
participation because once the pool opened back up (with 
reduced capacity), many of “the regulars” were back in 
the pool, according to Beverly. �e research team did not 
return to �eldwork as the university transitioned to on-
line classes alone, and it closed many research projects 
that required in-person data collection, for the safety of 
participants and researchers.

social benefits

Closely related to mental health bene�ts is the social value 
of participation in water aerobics classes to these older 
women. Bob shared this example of how friendships are 
forged and reinforced both inside and out of the pool,

You know how Barbara is 96 [years old]? She turns 
97 the �rst part of March. I always buy a hockey 
jersey with [her age] on the back so she doesn’t for-
get how old she is. She really likes that. And she’s 
from Canada and we talk hockey. But I go, I check 
on people. I’ve got the time, and they’re my friends. 
Betty’s checked on me before [when I missed class]. 
She tries to be my friend, you know, and she’s done 
some things for me. (Bob, 77-year-old participant)

Although Bob joked around a lot about being “the 
hardest worker in this class,” he truly did care about the 
other class participants as friends. Friendships were most 
often demonstrated to the research team in terms of who 
has each other’s cell phone numbers. �e exchange of 
phone numbers for calls or texts was an indicator that 
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also mediating the consequences of life stressors (Kumar 
2016; �oits 1985). As reported in this study, those with 
more social supports reported greater health bene�ts from 
their water aerobics participation than those with fewer 
social relationships. Friendship is an iterative and interac-
tive process by which older adults report bene�ts to their 
well-being both from receiving social support as well as giv-
ing social support to others (Hupcey 1998; �omas 2009), 
as demonstrated by our participants’ interview responses.

For the abovementioned reasons, older adults with 
more social supports, both in this study and in the re-
search literature, demonstrate a variety of better outcomes 
than those who are isolated. Such health outcomes range 
from better physical, functional, and cognitive health to 
lower rates of obesity and depression, and increased rates 
of physical activity and engagement in the community 
(de Leon 2005; Everard et al. 2000; Golden et al. 2009; 
Potts 1997; Seeman et al. 2001). As Betsy’s mother dem-
onstrated in this study, water aerobics can result in greater 
upper body strength along with a greater sense of physical 
balance and energy. Speci�cally, research on older female 
participation in water aerobics has shown a positive e�ect 
on cardiovascular health, metabolic response, and cogni-
tive performance, such as improved executive functioning, 
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this may be viewed as a desirable response (Van de Mortel 
2008). We engaged in best practices to reduce this ten-
dency, in how we introduced the study, established rap-
port with participants, and asked questions during infor-
mal conversations as part of our participant observation 
(Bergen and Labonté 2020).

Last, the ethnographic investigation provided in this 
study can provide important contributions to our under-
standing of broader theoretical issues in anthropology. 
For example, this work not only elucidates the lived ex-
perience of older women in the urban Subarctic, but also 
the nature of making and sustaining friendships through-
out the lifecourse in this time and place for older urban 
women. Ethnographic and mixed methods contribute to 
our understanding of health as a holistic experience that 
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