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Scholarly Foreword

Sometime in the relatively near future, the human species will reach a watershed moment in which
people over the age of 60 outnumber children. This is a world in which there are both low birth rates
and declining death rates at all ages, and in which people live much longer than had ever been true
in the past. Technological advances and scientific discoveries over the past few centuries have
resulted in a near doubling of life expectancy in developed regions of the world — increases esti-
mated to be roughly 3 months per year since 1840 in most industrial societies (Oeppen and Vaupel
2002). In areas where low levels of mortality are combined with low levels of fertility, population
aging is a demographic fact of life — and an unprecedented social achievement.

In the modern context, these profound trends demand new knowledge on the social forces and
factors that shape aging patterns and processes and on the social consequences of aging patterns and
processes. And this first Handbook of Sociology of Aging, co-edited by Richard Settersten and Jacqueline
Angel, provides that knowledge. It provides a comprehensive and in-depth view into a wide range
of social phenomena and reveals just how vibrant the sociology of aging has become. Its chapters
also show that the contributions of sociologists are crucial for fostering interdisciplinary research
on aging.

At present, the study of older age and older people is a burgeoning industry in all contemporary
industrialized countries, due in part to increases in population aging. This has not always been the
case. This is not only because of lack of good demographic data, but also because of the phenom-
enon itself. Historical demographers can tell us little about the lives and social roles of the elderly
population over the past several centuries, and yet the consideration of age and aging is not a new
phenomenon, even if the study of older people (i.e., gerontology) may not have existed. Indeed,
social theorists from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries pointed to the significance of under-
standing the social meanings and consequences of age and the succession of generations. This
handbook, centuries later, is a testament to these early theorists of age and generation.

This handbook is also a testament to the legacy of twentieth-century pioneers of the field of
aging, such as Bernice Neugarten, Matilda White Riley, Anne Foner, Norman Ryder, Glen Elder,
and others. These scholars articulated the importance of understanding not only the age structuring
of society, but also the processes of individual-level changes associated with biological maturation
and change, along with the events and transitions associated with the life course. The range of topics
included in the present volume eclipses what early sociological researchers on age and aging prob-
ably imagined, including scores of new topics and contributions by both stalwart members of the
field and many younger scholars who are reshaping its contours.

Health, aging, and mortality present some of the most profound puzzles in modern human
science, and sociologists of aging have crucial roles to play in helping to solve those puzzles. The
demographic realities of population aging will substantially increase the number of elderly persons
with disability and in need of long-term care over the next several decades. We will have unprece-
dented numbers of people living longer, but more often living with chronic disease and disability.
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We do not necessarily expect future generations of the “aged” to experience aging (e.g., physical,
psychological, cognitive, social) and later life development as their parents did. Hence, we might
expect a decreasing prevalence of dementia and other types of low or impaired cognitive functioning
in the worlds of the future. However, keeping people alive for longer through improvements in
medical technology may create some unanticipated consequences, what some have called the failure
of success (Vaupel and Yasin 1985). Health advances allow frailer, more vulnerable individuals to
live longer. We do not know the consequences of this for levels of cognitive performance and physi-
cal well-being among the aged in future worlds. Nor are we doing enough to anticipate their conse-
quences for families, work, education, policies, or the welfare of a society. Many of the chapters in
this handbook help us begin to undertake these challenges.

These possibilities may raise the specter of massive limitations in daily and social roles in the
vast numbers of postage 65 citizens who will inhabit our future world. But it may also raise an
entirely different set of possibilities, once we consider cohort differences in how the lives of the
future and past aged have played out. How much can our current knowledge of the post-World
War II birth cohorts (e.g., their health, nutrition, activities, work lives) be extended to future
cohorts? The research of sociologists of aging and the life course is crucial in making historical
changes such as these visible, and in tracing the legacies of these historical changes on individu-
als, families, and social institutions. Similar questions can and should be asked about many other
domains of aging.

Despite our collective interest in the consequences of population aging, not enough is known
about why some individuals live to middle age and others to extreme old age; nor is enough known about
why some people develop dementia in old age and others do not. One area sociologists have been
studying for decades, for example, involves the study of disability, which is an interdisciplinary
study of loss of physical and cognitive function. The study of disability is, thus, an increasing focus
of studies of aging, and new formulations, such as the concept of “disability-free life expectancy,’
have been introduced to distinguish among statuses along a quality of life dimension. Another new
development involves the study of components of “successful aging.”

The chapters of this handbook repeatedly show that aging involves a complex interplay of
multiple layers of potential and experience that are often anchored in the social world. Its publica-
tion is also a sign of the need to explicitly treat the social aspects of aging in interdisciplinary
research and to incorporate it alongside biological, neurological, and psychological factors that
influence processes involved in differential aging. The chapters of this handbook also show how
the social processes that affect aging interact with the life course — events, transitions, and trajec-
tories of roles and relationships. They bring to life the essential proposition that in order to under-
stand the nature of human aging, it is imperative to take into account the many layers of social
context in which it occurs, from interpersonal relationships all the way out to historical and demo-
graphic parameters.

Indeed, the monotonic and irreversible trends associated with the first demographic transition led
to the inevitable second-order growth in the proportion of elderly people in modern day populations.
That is, it is the dramatic declines in mortality, morbidity, and fertility that have permitted a long
and generally healthy old age. Increasingly, individuals at the early end of “old age” are considered
to have entered a new “third age” in their lives. This term came from France in the 1970s and 1980s,
where “Universities of the Third Age” were designed for the enrichment of the lives of pensioners,
making reference to a new life stage viewed “as distinct from both the second age [adulthood] and
the fourth age [old age].” The emergence of this new life stage — between the traditional age of
retirement and what many consider to be “old age” — challenges many of our preconceptions about
the “expected” life course (Moen and Spencer 2006). This is a new area for research, inasmuch as
the traditional blueprints for how persons pattern their lives are diverging from the ways in which
future cohorts will develop their later life choices. Many of the chapters in this handbook deal
directly with these issues.
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As the proportion of the world’s population in the older age ranges continues to increase,
there is a need for new and improved information about the factors that contribute to health and
longevity — a need to reconcile current bodies of knowledge with the changing experiences of
an aging population. This handbook, with each chapter providing a 30-year window on the topic,
is not only exemplary of present-day knowledge, but also the necessary foundation for moving
our field forward.

Age continues to be the greatest risk factor for most major chronic diseases, and there are new
policy challenges as well, although a focus on social policy is not part of my mission here. Suffice
it to say that in order to preempt what some see as a major “global aging crisis,” it may be necessary
to avert the negative consequences of population aging, by intervening in the lives of aging humans
to “retard, arrest and even reverse aging damage” (Rae et al. 2010). With their focus on the social
explanations and consequences of human aging, the chapters of this handbook contain important
insights for translational research and for possible interventions meant to improve human aging. In
bringing “the social” back, and in putting it front and center, the Handbook of Sociology of Aging
will be an invaluable resource for research on aging for many years to come.

Duane F. Alwin
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Policy Foreword

The field of sociology has certainly gone through significant changes over the past half century.
As an undergraduate sociology major in the 1960s, I gained great insights about the challenges fac-
ing individuals and groups, and I was touched by the conditions of vulnerable populations. While
I was deeply affected by my course work, I found myself continually asking: what are we going to
do to deal with these challenges? And how have our social policies affected these individuals? Too
often, my courses stopped short of assessing policy options, or the implications of policy actions,
to improve the lives of real people.

During my graduate school training in public policy, I often relied on the base of my undergradu-
ate coursework in sociology to provide “real world” content to compliment my analytical policy
skills. I remember thinking during my graduate education that a closer interconnection between
sociology and policy-making would make both better.

The Handbook of Sociology of Aging shows how far we have come over the past half century in
connecting the field of sociology to policy. To mark the thirtieth anniversary of the American
Sociological Association’s Section on Aging and the Life course, the editors have mobilized nearly
80 scholars to highlight scholarship on over forty topics. One thing that makes this handbook so
special is the recurrent focus on policy matters. The contributors have been asked to emphasize how
each of their topics is affected by social phenomena, the life course, and social policy. These three
prongs bring much-needed attention to the social forces and factors that shape aging patterns. For me,
it is this third prong — social policy — that makes this handbook so distinct and important, as contribu-
tors make explicit how the phenomena being considered are affected by and have implications for
policy and practice. Because the chapters rest on cutting-edge research, the work of the authors will
help guide policy-makers in the formulation and implementation of policy. As such, this handbook
provides a rich and clear roadmap for future policy-makers, especially in the United States.

I have spent the better part of the past three decades focusing on social policy, with a large share
of that time directed at aging policy. Over all those years, I carried with me both my sociology
background as well as my skills in policy analysis. Without both, my ability to shape and influence
policy would be lessened. Indeed, I find it hard how policy can be effectively shaped without the
voices of sociologists.

Examples of the linkage between sociology and policy abound. What are the benefits of estab-
lishing a solid system of home- and community-based care for the elderly, as well as respite care
services for their caregivers? How do we provide a secure foundation of economic support for vul-
nerable populations? What are the implications of establishing a strong hospice benefit for Medicare
beneficiaries? What are the individual, family, and societal implications of requiring more work
later in life? How should changes in race and ethnicity characteristics as well as family composition
shape future policy? And how have social policies related to older Americans shaped our definition
of who we are as a people, and how we define our collective responsibilities to one another?

Over my career working on Capitol Hill or at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
and the Office of Management and Budget, or during my service as the Commissioner of the Social
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Security Administration, I used sociological research and analysis to help shape policy options. And
it should be clear from this volume that I was certainly not alone: sociological research is now
deeply integrated into the policy-making process. How could one “do” good policy without it?

Given my own background, I am especially pleased to see sizable attention in the handbook
devoted to health and retirement security, which I see as two of the most pressing domains for public
policies related to aging. The United States faces major challenges in financing the retirement and
healthcare needs of the elderly while also financing defense, infrastructure improvement, and the
education of future generations, and in stimulating economic growth more generally. The challenges
of meeting the retirement and healthcare needs of the elderly will only grow in the future. Let me
highlight just a few issues.

Pension Security: Balancing Adequacy and Affordability

As America ages, we face twin public pension challenges that need to be addressed, and fortunately,
the work of sociologists is being used to address both challenges. The first challenge is to finance
our public pension systems. There are currently about three workers for every person receiving
Social Security, and within a generation, a retiree will depend on the contributions of about two
workers. Much has been written on the dimensions of the long-term fiscal challenge of Social
Security, and the work of sociologists is used by Social Security actuaries in their projections
because understanding societal trends is a critical part of those models.

The second Social Security challenge is one that receives considerably less attention but is
equally compelling: to ensure the adequacy of income supports, particularly for vulnerable popula-
tions. The work of sociologist is even more important in addressing this policy challenge. As just
one example, how should we think about the progressivity in our social insurance system? We know
that people are living longer lives, but more substantial gains are taking place at upper income
levels. As the share of benefits increases over time to white collar and higher income beneficiaries,
our social insurance system becomes increasingly less progressive. Sociologist can clearly help
policy-makers think through the myriad of underlying issues, which require an understanding of the
combined effects of minority group status, occupational disadvantage, and demographic transitions
on the labor force’s carrying capacity, as well as the sources of support for elderly Americans.

Other issues abound. How can we assess the needs of the oldest old, whose sources of non-Social
Security income erode over time? How will family composition change the outlook for widows and
single elderly women? What are the future needs of persons with low lifetime earnings, given the
near absence of substantial sources of private retirement income? Since low income workers experi-
ence greater risk of becoming disabled prior to retirement, what policies are needed to assist these
individuals if the retirement age is increased? And how should our social insurance system deal with
the reality that our working-age population is becoming increasingly minority, while the older
retired population remains predominantly non-Hispanic and White? All of these issues have pro-
found consequences for individuals, families, society as a whole, and the social contract between
generations. Sociologists can and do influence the policy development process in these areas.

Health Care: Balancing Access to Care and Controls on Cost

Most immediately, aging populations raise issues of critical importance to health policy-makers.
Sociologists can play critical roles in framing and providing practical information to inform the social,
ethical, and legal implications of healthcare issues. For example, with continuing advances in medical
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care, and the extraordinary price tag with which they come, the potential cost of health care could
bankrupt the nation. Within this context, the need to control healthcare budgets grows — and, with it,
proposals for the rationing of care emerge. In an economic and political environment in which some form
of rationing is deemed necessary, weak political or social groups are vulnerable and certain to lose. These
concerns seem especially likely to emerge in times of great economic retrenchment, like now. It is critical
to understand the intended and unintended consequences of healthcare cost-control decisions.

Nations also face big challenges in developing resources and infrastructure to promote intergen-
erational health equity in communities. The volume addresses several topics that are pertinent to this
issue, including how to improve health policies and practice for the most vulnerable elderly groups
and curb inequalities in health care and health insurance.

Caregiving and Long-Term Care

Responses to the challenges of long-term care also require the contributions of sociologists. Aging
brings pervasive caregiving demands for spouses and middle-aged children. These responsibilities
can jeopardize financial resources, make it impossible to maintain paid work, strain psychological
well-being, and have ripple effects on younger generations. Sociological research emphasizes the
need to develop “family friendly” policies to offset some of this burden and make it more possible
for family members to manage their caregiving responsibilities alongside other work and family
responsibilities. Policies related to paid leave, sick time and vacation time, and flexible hours are
just a few of many examples.

Aging also brings significant challenges for a range of long-term care settings — from continuing
care retirement facilities, assisted living facilities, nursing homes, hospice, and others. Policies that
govern the organization and finance of these institutions have a direct impact on the quality of care
received in these settings. The volume addresses several topics that are pertinent to this issue, in
particular, averting the “old-age welfare crisis,” the hidden costs of caregiving, politics of aging and
disability, and the role of civil society and nongovernmental actors in eldercare. Quality of care is
also, of course, directly affected by the care workforce — and the adequacy and quality of that work-
force are, in turn, shaped by policies related to the compensation and training of nurses, paraprofes-
sionals, and other staff in long-term care facilities.

Social Policy in a Globalized World

Approaches to aging policies in the United States must also be understood within an international con-
text. Sociological research raises our awareness of the interdependence of policies in a global world and
of the lessons we can learn from other nations, and vice versa. We often assess comparative policies
primarily with an eye to European experience. But lessons can be learned by casting our lenses even
wider, and again the role of sociological research becomes essential in understanding how:

e Aging processes in Latin America influence social policies in this important part of the world.
For example, Chile recently adopted new social assistance programs for poor elderly to make up
for some of the glaring inadequacies of their privatized pension system. There are lessons from
Chile’s recent experience to help guide U.S. policies in an effort to provide stronger protections
for poor elderly.

¢ Immigration poses multiple challenges to aging. Given high levels of immigration to the United
States, many Latin Americans will age in the United States and draw upon social services here.
The aging of older immigrants in the United States will have a major influence on social delivery
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here, and the movement of elderly persons both ways across national boundaries needs careful
policy examination. As our labor markets become more globalized — with more workers moving
across borders for parts of their careers — we also need to consider how to better integrate pension
and health systems with other countries, such as Mexico. This is a natural extension of efforts
now underway to integrate the trade of goods and services across borders.

* In Asia, with rapid declines in fertility and a history of early retirement, many countries will in
the near future face massive problems related to the financing and care of the elderly. An oft-
repeated quote in Asian social policy circles is that “Asia is becoming old before it becomes
rich.” Systems are not in place to deal with looming aging challenges. Countries such as China
have yet to establish a foundation of economic support for the elderly, and the small share of
workers who are pension-eligible in China have overly generous pension systems as well as a
very early retirement age. Understanding family and work changes and immigration patterns
within China is an essential precondition in assessing the policy challenges. In addition, the
experiences of other countries can help countries such as China develop appropriate policy solu-
tions. For example, there are important lessons that China can learn about the design and imple-
mentation of the universal Social Security system in the United States, as well as our efforts to
encourage more work later in life.

Policy in an Increasingly Diverse World

The new diversity of the U.S. population poses direct challenges to aging policies now and in the
future. This new diversity not only relates to race and ethnicity, but also to assumptions reinforced
in our policies about gender roles, the stability of marriage, and the definition and functions of
“family.” As the editors also note, these old assumptions need to be revisited and brought into align-
ment with the realities of contemporary life, and we must also be more future-oriented as we make
policies today. We can do this by keeping a more careful watch on younger generations, whose lives
do not and will not fit the molds of generations past. They will surely arrive at and move through
old age in ways that are different from what we have known until now. Policy-makers need to under-
stand these trends, and policy-makers need sociologists to help understand these trends. Several of
the chapters shed light on the implications of the ethnic age grading of the U.S. population. The
work force of tomorrow will become disproportionately minority and more specifically Hispanic,
and this has the potential for ethnically based intergenerational conflict. The spiraling cost of the
old-age welfare state will inevitably affect the healthcare entitlements for future generations.

A Wide Range of Other Issues for Policy and Practice

Besides the issues I have already noted, policy and practice audiences will find a remarkable range
of pressing concerns in the pages of this handbook. These include how work organizations, educa-
tional institutions, and communities can be redesigned to better respond to the challenges of aging
and to better nurture productivity, learning, and social experiences for older people. Other chapters
highlight crucial social problems to be solved, including elder mistreatment, how elders are affected
by or involved in crime, how elders manage natural disasters such as hurricane Katrina, the social
isolation of those with fragile or fractured family relationships, or the significant physical or mental
health needs of veterans, of those who are obese, have mental illnesses, or live with or are at risk of
contracting HIV/AIDS. There are so many ways in which policies and practices can be developed
to address these problems.
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Final Thoughts

The chapters in this handbook, written by top sociologists who are acute observers of the world
around us, repeatedly return to this simple truth: that the social world is rapidly changing and our
policies must keep pace with those realities. It is our task as policy-makers to not only refresh our
policies to better match current realities, but also to keep one eye to the future so that we can better
prepare for the world tomorrow. This handbook leaves us well positioned to make our way. If it had
been published a half century ago, when I was an undergraduate sociology major, it would have had
a much smaller link to policy and practice. But as this volume makes clear, sociologists are now
firmly connected to the policy world. One can only imagine the contents of the handbook that will
be published in the future, say a half century from now. Predictions of the future are never easy, but
my hunch is that sociology and policy will be even more deeply connected than they are today. And
our world will be the better for it.

Kenneth S. Apfel






Preface

The idea for this handbook was sparked in anticipation of the 30th anniversary of the American
Sociological Association’s Section on Aging and the Life Course (SALC) in August of 2009.
We received an invitation from Howard Kaplan at Texas A&M University to edit a Handbook of
Sociology of Aging as part of Springer’s series on Handbooks of Sociology and Social Research. We
both have long histories with SALC and, at the time, we were both in leadership roles (with Jacqui
as Immediate Past Chair and Rick as a member of Council and, today, Chair-Elect). The two of us
had always hoped we might one day have the chance to collaborate — our respective areas of scholar-
ship and skills are complementary and our professional conversations often turned to the need to
ensure a vibrant future for our field, especially in nurturing leadership and finding ways to bridge
generations of senior and junior scholars. The invitation to edit a handbook presented that
opportunity.

Far more important, though, was the fact that the 30-year anniversary of SALC offered a perfect
moment to reflect on the history of the field, trace the evolution of ideas, synthesize knowledge, and
offer compelling new directions for its future. Indeed, one of the greatest strengths of the sociology of
aging and the life course is the wide range of topics and methods that characterize it. Yet the breadth
and depth of the field had not been considered, let alone well represented, in a single volume.

To this end, we mobilized top scholars in the field — both long-standing and more junior ones,
even doing some collaborative match-making along the way — to turn much-needed attention to the
social forces and factors that shape aging patterns and processes and to the social consequences of
aging patterns and processes.

In our opening chapter as well as in our final chapter, we take a “birds-eye” view of the field, with
the former describing important trends in scholarship on the sociology of aging over the past three
decades, and the latter highlighting some of the most exciting new prospects for the decade ahead.
In between, readers will find chapters on many specific topics allocated across eight sections —
Theories and Methods in the Sociology of Aging; Social Diversity and Inequalities of Aging; Social
Relationships and Aging; Social Institutions and Aging; Economies, Government, and Aging; Social
Vulnerabilities and Aging; Public Health and Aging; and Care Arrangements and Aging.

We asked the authors of each chapter to keep in mind the 30-year metric and consider the fol-
lowing questions as they treated their topics:

e Where has the field been and where is it now? What specific ideas have generated excitement
and transformed thinking? What important ideas have been lost along the way and might now be
reclaimed in light of contemporary conditions?

e What new intellectual frontiers should be pursued to ensure a vibrant decade ahead? What oppor-
tunities exist or might be made to propel the field in these directions? What barriers might be
anticipated and how might they be overcome?

XV
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e What are the central social sources and consequences of the topic under study? How might
greater attention to “the social” revolutionize theories and empirical research on this topic?
e What are the implications for social policy?

The section “Sociological Lives” contains intimate, and often playful, essays written by a
group of senior statespeople who share their personal experiences in the field and their hopes for
its future.

As we were getting the handbook launched, Janet Wilmoth and then-Chair Eliza Pavalko also
began to organize a special session for the 2009 annual meeting to commemorate the 30th anniver-
sary of SALC. We worked with Janet and Eliza to feature in that session a handful of papers that
were being also planned for the handbook. We are grateful for their willingness to collaborate in
this way, and we are pleased that they both contributed chapters here in their areas of expertise.

We chose Duane Alwin to write the scholarly foreword, as he was Chair of SALC when we
designed the handbook and began commissioning chapters. Duane has quick wit, shrewd observa-
tion, and a long and broad view of both the substance and methods of our field. We asked Ken Apfel
to write the policy foreword, as he had served as commissioner of the Social Security Administration
during the Clinton years and was a colleague of Jacqui’s at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public
Affairs at the University of Texas. Ken has unwavering commitment to interdisciplinary scholarship
and respect for the important and unique contributions that sociological perspectives bring to policy-
making related to aging. We are honored to have Duane and Ken’s insights open the volume.

We would like to express our gratitude to the nearly 80 authors who contributed to the project.
Each one has inspired us. Each was also patient as we rigorously reviewed their chapters and asked
for revisions. We are especially indebted to our senior colleagues who, in the final section of the
book, permit us a glimpse into their personal and intellectual lives as they look back on their many
years in the field. What a treat it is to read their essays.

At Springer Science, we also wish to thank our editor, Teresa Krauss, and assistant editor, Katie
Chabalko, for their steadfast support of the project from the inception of the idea to its completion. Teresa
is a champion of the sociology of aging in the publishing world, and she has the special ability to see the
momentum in a field and seize it. Katie did the yeomen’s work in house to ensure that the project stayed
on course. We also wish to thank Morgan Ryan for her editorial assistance in the final phase.

One person deserves a very special acknowledgment: Liz Bayler Levaro, who served as project
manager and is a doctoral student in human development and family sciences at Oregon State
University. Words cannot express how much we appreciated Liz, especially as she was called to
assume caregiving responsibilities alongside the handbook and her doctoral dissertation. We would
not have completed the project were it not for Liz’s generous spirit, contagious enthusiasm, editorial
acumen, technical wizardry, and unfailing patience.

It is our hope that the Handbook of Sociology of Aging will be of great use to researchers, emer-
gent scholars, and policy-makers whose work focuses on aging and the life course. We also hope it
will be of use to those who study other periods of life (e.g., infancy, childhood, adolescence, early
adulthood, or midlife) — especially in being more sensitized to how experiences earlier in the life
course might be affected by older people or an aging society or have a legacy for individuals or
families decades later. The subject matter will, of course, speak directly to sociologists working on
the many topics covered here, but it will also be of interest to members of other disciplines who also
work on issues related to aging.

Most of all, we hope that the chapters of the handbook not only showcase the extraordinary
advances in our field and how vibrant it now is, but also how much excitement we have as we imag-
ine the decades ahead. Thanks to all who have contributed to our rich history, and to those who will
make its future, in ways big and small.

Corvallis, OR Richard A. Settersten, Jr.
Austin, TX Jacqueline L. Angel
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