
CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO AGING AND OLDER ADULTHOOD

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Chapter  1  is  divided  into  five  main  sections.  The  first  section  provides  some  background 
information on the interest people have always had in the aging process, mainly how to retard it.  
It reviews how the scientific study of aging got started, giving dates when the Gerontological 
Society of America was founded (1945), when Division 20 (Adult Development and Aging) of 
the  American  Psychological  Association  had  its  beginnings  (1945),  and  when  the  National 
Institute on Aging was established within the National Institutes of Health (1974).

The  terms  geriatrics  and  gerontology  are  defined,  followed  by  an  explanation  of  why  the 
scientific study of aging began so much later than the study of child development. One reason 
was an early belief that people develop to the point of maturity and then simply decline from 
their peak. Another reason was that in earlier times, only a small proportion of people lived into 
older  adulthood.  Today,  the  study  of  aging  stems  from  scientific,  personal,  and  practical 
concerns.

The  second  section  of  the  chapter  explains  how  age  can  be  defined  in  various  ways  – 
chronological, biological, functional, psychological, and social. How individuals identify their 
own age group membership can be subjective, as indicated by studies that find chronologically 
middle-aged and older adults often consider themselves younger than they really are.

The chronological age of 65 is usually identified with entry into older adulthood, most likely a 
legacy  of  the  United  States  Social  Security  system.  However,  throughout  the  book,  older 
adulthood is divided into three categories: young-old (ages 65–74), old-old (ages 75–84), and 
oldest-old (ages 85+). We use many different terms to refer to people ages 65+, some of which  
older adults themselves consider more favorable than others. Ageism refers to discriminatory 
attitudes toward older adults. However, research studies on stereotypes about older adults often 
find that there are multiple stereotypes, some negative and some positive. 

The third section of the chapter covers demographic information about older adults both globally 
and in the United States. Both the number and proportion of older Americans is growing and 
should be close to 20% nationally by the year 2030, or approximately 72 million people over the 
age of 65. The oldest-old (85+) are the most rapidly growing age group. Low birth rates and low 
mortality rates are typical of developed countries such as United States and have resulted in both 
a high number and a high proportion of older adults. High birth and high mortality rates are 
typical in less developed countries. The population pyramid is a graph used to illustrate how a 
population is distributed in terms of both age and gender. In the United States, the graph was 
shaped like a pyramid in 1900, but as the 20th century progressed, the graph looked less and less 
pyramid-like. The graph projected for 2030 resembles a bean pole rather than a pyramid.
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In the United States, the proportion of older women is higher than that of older men and the 
gender gap widens from the young-old to the old-old to the oldest-old age group. A greater 
proportion of older men are married and living with a spouse, whereas a greater proportion of 
older women live alone. At any given time, 4–5% of older adults (65+) live in nursing homes. 
Most commonly, nursing home residents are European American women who do not have a 
spouse. 

Approximately 20% of older Americans are members of minority groups. A large proportion of 
older adults consider themselves to be in good health, although chronic health conditions become 
a greater concern as people progress from their young-old to oldest-old years. Older Americans 
are more educated and better off economically now than they were in the past, although there are 
still some (especially older women) who fall below the poverty level. Upon retirement from the 
paid labor force, some older adults relocate to warmer climates, especially in their young-old 
years, but they are not in the majority. Most continue to live where they always have.
 
The fourth section of the chapter defines three types of developmental influence: normative age-
graded, normative history-graded, and nonnormative life events. Examples are given of each. 
There is a brief discussion of two issues that have played an important role in the study of aging 
and older adulthood: (1) nature and nurture and (2) the use of quantitative versus qualitative 
indexes to study development. The concepts of normative aging, successful aging, and positive 
aging are introduced.

The  fifth  section  of  the  chapter  introduces  two  theoretical  models  that  will  be  revisited 
throughout  the  book:  The  Selective  Optimization  with  Compensation  (SOC) Model  and the 
Ecological Model. Each is a framework within which to consider successful (and positive) aging 
in many domains – physical, sensory, perceptual, cognitive, personal, and social.

SUGGESTED WEBSITES

The United States Bureau of the Census
www.census.gov

This website reports census information on older Americans, including data on their educational 
level, families, marital status, and living arrangements.

Administration on Aging, Department of Health and Human Services
http://www.aoa.gov/aoaroot/aging_statistics/Profile/2010/docs/2010profile.pdf 

This  website  provides information on updated profiles  of  older  Americans.  It  gives concise, 
compact,  and  comprehensive  collections  of  facts  and  figures  about  the  age  65  and  older 
population in the United States.  Topics include health,  life expectancy, marital  status,  living 
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arrangements, geographic distribution, racial/ethnic composition, economic status, employment, 
and education. This profile is compiled annually  by the Administration on Aging (AoA) by the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human services (DHHS).

The National Institute on Aging (NIA)
www.nia.nih.gov

This is the website of the National Institute on Aging, which is part of the National Institutes of  
Health, located in Bethesda, MD. This website has links that lead to further description of the 
NIA. There is also a link to a site that lists the NIA publications that can be ordered. There is also 
a resource directory that lists the agencies, resource centers, professional societies, and volunteer 
programs related to aging and older adulthood.

Gerontological Society of America
www.geron.org

This website is the home page of the Gerontological Society of America. It has information on 
how to join, on the various sections of the organization, and highlights of the upcoming GSA 
convention. In addition, there are links to other organizations – the Association for Gerontology 
in Higher Education and the National Academy on an Aging Society.

American Psychological Association, Division 20 (Adult Development and Aging)
www.apa.org/about/division/div20.html

This website describes all the functions and activities of Division 20 (Adult Development and 
Aging) of the American Psychological Association (APA).

American  Psychological  Association,  Division  12,  Section  II  (Society  of  Clinical 
Geropsychology)
www.geropsych.org

This  is  the  homepage  of  the  American  Psychological  Association,  Division  12,  Section  II.  
Division 12, Section II (Society of Clinical Psychology) is devoted to research, training, and the 
provision of psychological services for older adults (i.e., geropsychology). This website states 
the mission of Division 12 Section II, which is to support and encourage the development of the 
scientific  and  professional  aspects  of  clinical  geropsychology.  There  is  a  student  page  with 
relevant  information  such  as  a  listing  of  internships  and  postdoctoral  fellowships  in 
geropsychology.
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Global Aging
www.aarpinternational.org 

The website is maintained by the AARP in recognition that aging is a worldwide phenomenon. It  
seeks greater understanding of the social and economic policies in countries around the world. It 
is possible to select a country (for example, United Kingdom, Japan, China, Australia, Canada) 
and  obtain  statistics  for  men  and  women  on  life  expectancy  at  birth,  median  age  of  the 
population, percent of the population age 60+, percent of the 60+ population in the labor force,  
and statutory retirement age (age at which workers can receive a state pension).

MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS

Select the best answer from the options provided.

1. The National Institute on Aging was established in ________.
a. 1920
b. 1945
c. 1974 *
d. 1996

2. The branch of medicine concerned with treating and managing diseases related to 
aging is ___________.
a. senescence
b. gerontology
c. cryonics
d. geriatrics *

3. The study of the biological, behavioral, and social phenomena that occur from the 
point of maturity to old age is ___________.
a. gerontology *
b. geriatrics
c. histrionics
d. demographics

4. Until  recently,  a  two-stages-of-life  viewpoint  was  prevalent  in  developmental 
psychology. According to this perspective, physical and psychological functions 
were thought to _______________.
a. develop over the entire life span reaching a peak point in older adulthood
b. develop to a peak point in young adulthood but decline after that *
c. develop to a peak point in late middle-adulthood but decline after that
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d. develop to a peak point of middle-adulthood and remain stable after that

5. John is 58 years old but when he went for his last check-up, his doctor told him 
that his blood pressure and cardiovascular functioning were similar to that of the 
average  75-year-old.  In  terms  of  biological  age,  John  would  be  considered 
__________ .
a. young
b. middle-aged
c. old *

6. Georgina enjoys eating in a new restaurant every weekend and taking a vacation 
to  a  different  place  every  year.  Georgina  would  be  considered  ________ 
compared to Madge, who likes to eat at the same restaurant every week and return 
to the same vacation spot every year. 
a. psychologically younger *
b. psychologically older
c. psychologically the same age

7. At age 55, Maria has decided to fulfill a long-time dream of becoming a lawyer 
and she is studying for the law school entrance exam (LSAT). Her best friend 
Vivien, also age 55, has decided to sell her house and move into a retirement 
community, where she will spend her leisure time playing cards in the community 
club  house.  In  terms  of  social  age,  Vivien  would  be  considered 
_______________. 
a. older than Maria *
b. younger than Maria
c. the same as Maria 

8. George lived with his parents until he got married at the age of 40. At the age of 
45, George became a parent. Compared to other men of the same chronological 
age, George would be considered ___________.
a. socially older
b. socially younger *
c. socially about the same

9. Krueger, Heckhausen, and Hundertmark asked adults from a wide range of ages 
what they thought of a 45-year-old woman who either (a) had been married for 20 
years, had children ages 19 and 17, and worked as a bank manager or (b) had been 
married five years, had one young child, and worked at an entry-level bank job 
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with hopes of being promoted. Which of the following best describes the findings 
of this study?
a. Study participants had a more positive view of (b) than they did of (a).
b. Study participants had a more positive view of (a) than they did of (b). *
c. Study participants had an equally positive view of (a) and (b).
d. Study participants had an equally negative view of (a) and (b).

10. Research on the relationship between chronological age and how old a person 
feels indicates that middle-aged and older adults usually feel __________.
a. older than they are
b. younger than they are *
c. the same age as they are

11. Research on the relationship between chronological age and how old a person 
feels has found that young adults feel ______, and older adults feel ________.
a. older than they are; just about their own age
b. just about their own age; younger than they are *
c. younger than they are; older than they are
d. older than they are; younger than they are

12. In the United States, which chronological age traditionally signifies entry into the 
older adult age group? 
a. 55
b. 60
c. 65 *
d. 70

13. The ages of ______ define the category of older adulthood that is often referred to 
as “young-old.”
a. 55–64
b. 65–74 *
c. 75–84
d. 85 and older

14. Ageism is shown when people ______________.
a. have low expectations about older adults’ cognitive or social capabilities.
b. discriminate against others based on their age.
c. view older adults as helpless.
d. All of the above *
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15. Which of the following terms would be considered by older adults to be the most 
favorable?
a. The aged
b. Senior citizens
c. Older adults *
d. All of the above are equally favorable

16. According to a study by Hummert, which of the following stereotypes do young 
adult college students have about older adults?
a. Set in ways
b. Loving
c. Generous
d. All of the above *

17. Demography is the scientific study of _____________.
a. populations *
b. therapeutic outcomes
c. family relationships
d. small group behavior

18. The baby boom generation refers to individuals born between ________.
a. 1990–2000
b. 1980–1990
c. 1946–1964 *
d. 1929–1940

19. The first wave of baby boomers_______.
a. celebrated their 65th birthday in the year 2011 *
b. celebrated their 60th birthday in 2010
c. will begin to turn 65 in 2020
d. will not turn 65 until 2030

20.  Which of the following has the lowest proportion of its population in the 65+ age 
range?
a. Europe
b. Africa *
c. North America
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d. Oceania

21. Which is the closest estimate of the percentage of the U.S. population that will be 
aged 65+ by the year 2030? 
a. 5%
b. 10%
c. 15%
d. 20% *

22. Which factor(s) is (are) important to consider when projecting what proportion of 
the United States population will be ages 65+ within the next 20 years?
a. Numbers in the baby boom generation
b. Birth rate
c. Neither of the above 
d. Both of the above *

23. When a population pyramid graph is actually shaped like a pyramid (as it was in 
1900),  which  of  following  best  describes  the  birth  rate  and  death  rate  of  the 
population?
a. Low birth rate and low death rate
b. High birth rate and low death rate
c. High birth rate and high death rate *
d. Low birth rate and high death rate

24. In which year is the population pyramid graph for the United States shaped most 
like a pyramid?
a. 1900 *
b. 1970
c. 1975
d. 2030

25. In the United States, the fastest growing segment of the older adult population in 
the United States is ___________.
a. the young-old age group
b. the old-old age group
c. the oldest-old age group *
d. All of the above are equally fast-growing
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26. Which is the most accurate statement about older (ages 65+) men and women in 
the United States at the present time? 
a. There are more older men than there are older women.
b. A larger proportion of older women than older men are married.
c. More older women than older men live alone. *
d. More older men than older women live with family members other than a 

spouse.

27. Which  older  adult  is  most  likely  to  be  found living  in  a  nursing  home on  a  
permanent basis? 
a. A European American man
b. A European American woman *
c. An African American woman
d. A Hispanic American man

28. Which of the following make up the largest proportion of the older (65+) adult 
population in the United States?
a. European Americans *
b. Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders
c. African Americans
d. Hispanic Americans

29. Although the economic status of older adults in the United States has improved 
over time, which older adults are most likely to be living close to poverty level?
a. A Hispanic American  widow *
b. An European American man 
c. A European American woman who lives with her spouse
d. All of the above are equally likely to be living close to poverty level

30. Older adults who choose to relocate to areas of the country where the climate is 
milder tend to __________.
a. be in their 60s and in good health *
b. be in their 70s and to have limited incomes
c. be in their 80s and to have health problems
d. outnumber those who remain in the same geographical location

31. Which  event  would  be  considered  a  normative  age-graded  influence  on 
development?
a. Economic recession
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b. A woman’s reaching menopause in the 50s *
c. A man’s job retirement at age 45
d. Winning the lottery

32. In the United States, which is most likely to be considered a normative age-graded 
influence on development?
a. Losing a job in an economic recession
b. Job retirement at age 65 *
c. Being diagnosed with heart disease at the age of 35
d. Winning the lottery

33. In  the  United  States,  which  would  be  considered  a  normative  history-graded 
influence on development?
a. Introduction of cell phones and iPods *
b. Retiring from full-time work at the age of 40
c. Being a full-time student until the age of 18
d. A woman’s reaching menopause at the age of 50

34.  What is the best example of a nonnormative life event?
a. An event  that  has  very  little  impact  on  the  life  of  the  individual  who 

experiences it.
b. A typical event that occurs at a standard time of life (e.g., graduating from 

high school at age 18).
c. An event that influences everyone in a particular culture.
d. An unexpected event such as being diagnosed with a rare illness. *

35. Nature/nurture is an important theme in developmental psychology. Nature refers 
to _______ and nurture refers to ________.
a. genetic factors; environmental factors *
b. life experience; hereditary factors
c. environmental factors; life experiences
d. biological factors; hereditary factors

36. According  to  the  Selective  Optimization  with  Compensation  (SOC)  Model, 
people who adapt best to the aging process are those who _______________.
a. put their energies into as many skills and activities as possible
b. choose a few skills and activities on which to focus their energies *
c. sit back, relax, and let other people take the lead on everything 
d. hold the highest standards and expectations in all areas of functioning
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37. According to the ecological model of aging, ____________.
a. people adapt best to environments that present a high degree of challenge, 

or press
b. people adapt best to environments that present a low degree of press
c. people adapt best when environmental press is tailored to their own level 

of competence *
d. older adults are at the mercy of other people to shape their environment

 SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS

1. Name two reasons why the study of aging and older adulthood developed later than the study 
of childhood and adolescence? 

Up until relatively recently, it had been believed personality development takes place primarily 
in childhood and adolescence. Once adulthood was reached, personality was formed and there 
was no more change. Also, physical and psychological functions were thought to develop to the 
point of maturity and then began a decline from the peak reached in young adulthood. Another 
reason the study of aging and older adulthood began later is that the number and proportion of 
older adults was relatively small, as not that many people lived into older adulthood.

2. Interest in the study of aging and older adulthood has arisen from concerns of a scientific 
nature, but it also stems from those of a personal and/or practical nature. Briefly describe what 
each of these concerns entails.

Most of what we know about adult development has been based mainly on tests, observations, 
and interviews with young adults. From a scientific point of view, it is important to determine 
whether the findings of studies on these young adult samples apply to older adults.  As regards 
personal concerns, knowledge about aging and older adulthood can give us insight into changes that 
we are experiencing or can expect to experience as we get older. Such insight can be helpful when we 
plan specific events such as our own retirement or make decisions about how and where we want to 
live in our older adult years. We may also be interested in and concerned about others as they grow 
older, and knowledge about aging will help us cope with dilemmas involving older family members 
and friends. As far as practical concerns, knowledge about aging and older adulthood is valuable 
because our population is aging. Those working in health services will spend a great deal of time 
serving older adults. Educators will have more older adult students in their college and university 
classes. Those who work in business settings will also benefit from knowledge about the aging 
process because employees will probably remain in the paid labor force until later in life. Those 
in housing management, real estate, and banking will have older adult clients. Older adults will 
become important as consumers of manufactured products, so more items will be designed for 
the older adult market. With regard to architectural planning, knowledge about aging will be 
needed when designing living environments for older adults.
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3. What is biological age and how is it related to chronological age? 

One definition of biological age is where people stand relative to the number of years they will 
live.  However,  this  is  difficult  to  determine for  a  given individual.  With  regard to  physical 
appearance and functioning of various organ systems, a comparison can be made between one 
individual and others of the same chronological age. For example, a 70-year-old individual with 
no wrinkles might be considered biologically younger than the average 70-year-old who does 
have wrinkles. A 70-year-old individual with a larger than average lung capacity compared to 
others the same chronological age could be considered biologically young. 

4. What is functional age? Give an example of a person who is functionally young and one who 
is functionally old.

Functional age has to do with a person’s competence in carrying out specific tasks. As with 
biological age, functional age involves comparison with chronological age peers. A person is 
functionally young when his or her competence in carrying out a specific task (e.g., driving at 
night) compares favorably with that of age peers. A person is functionally old when his or her 
competence  in  carrying  out  a  specific  task  (e.g.,  walking  around  the  block)  compares 
unfavorably with that of age peers. In many cases, a given individual can vary in functional age  
depending on the specific type of task involved. 

5. What is social age, and how are chronological age and social age related? 

Chronological age is just units of time that have elapsed since birth, whereas social age is related 
to  the  unwritten  rules  members  of  society  hold  about  what  individuals  of  a  particular 
chronological age should do and how they should behave. For example, in American society 
there is an expectation that individuals will be full-time students until they are at least 18 and in  
many cases  22  years  old.  It  is  expected  that  middle-aged adults  will  have  established  their 
families and careers. It is also expected that older adults will be retired from the paid work force. 

6. Briefly describe the three-tier categorization of older adulthood into the “young-old,” “old-
old,” and “oldest-old.” 

This three-tier categorization is one way to acknowledge that adults aged 65 and over are not a 
homogeneous group. Young-old refers to individuals aged 65–74; old-old refers to individuals 
aged 75–84; oldest-old refers to individuals aged 85+. In general, the young-old have the greatest 
physical vigor and do not differ much from those in late middle-age. In general, the old-old  
experience  more  changes  in  sensory,  perceptual,  and  cognitive  functioning.  In  general, 
individuals in the oldest-old group have more health problems and the greatest need for services.

7. What is ageism and what forms can it take? 

Ageism refers to discriminatory attitudes directed toward older adults. It implies negative beliefs, 
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or stereotypes, about older adults as a group. Ageism can manifest itself in low expectations 
about an individual older adult’s cognitive or social capabilities. A more subtle form of ageism 
may be seen in compassionate stereotypes of older adults as persons who are helpless and in 
need of advocacy.

8. The population pyramid is a graph depicting the proportion of males and females in the United 
States population at any given point in time. Explain why the graph was actually shaped like a 
pyramid in 1900, but by the year 2030 it will not resemble a pyramid at all. 

In 1900 the graph had the shape of a pyramid because the percent of the population in each 5-
year-category was slightly smaller than the one immediately beneath it. This shape was the result  
of a high birth rate and a high death rate. By 2030 the graph will resemble a bean pole rather than 
a pyramid because of a constant and low birth rate and low death rate. Compared to 1900, fewer 
babies are born but those who are have a greater chance of living into late older adulthood.

9. Give a brief description of today’s older adult age group in the United States. Mention gender 
proportion, marital status, racial/ethnic composition, education level, and economic status. 

In the United States, there is a greater proportion of older women than of older men. Also, a 
greater proportion of older women than older men are widowed. Conversely, a greater proportion 
of older men than older women are married. At the present time, the majority of older adults are 
European  American.  The  older  adults  of  today  have  achieved  a  higher  level  of  education 
compared to older adults in the past. The poverty rate in the older age group is lower today than 
in the past, but there are still some older adults (more women and minorities) that fall at or below 
poverty level.

10.  What kind of  developmental  influence is  represented by the widespread use of  personal 
computers? Explain your answer. 

The  widespread  use  of  personal  computers  is  best  considered  a  normative  history-graded 
influence. The use of computers and dependence on technology has had an effect on all members 
of  society  to  some  extent.  It  has  changed  the  way  we  obtain  information,  how  we  make 
purchases, and how we communicate with one another. Children learn to use computers at any 
early age and many older adults are adopting their use as well.

11. The relative influence of nature and nurture has been a theme in the study of development. 
What is nature and what is nurture? Why is it especially difficult to study this issue in older 
adults? 

Nature  refers  to  hereditary,  genetic,  and  biological  factors.  Nurture  refers  to  environmental 
factors and life experience. In older adults, nature and nurture have interacted over an extended 
period of time and this makes it difficult to disentangle the relative importance of these two 
sources of influence on the aging process with regard to issues related to health and longevity.

13



12. Explain how the Selective Optimization with Compensation (SOC) Model can be used to 
describe successful aging?

The SOC Model is based on the assumption that individuals engage in adaptation throughout 
their lives. They are capable of learning and changing. If losses are experienced by older adults, 
they can adapt to such losses by selecting and concentrating efforts on domains in which a high 
level of functioning can be maintained. 
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