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Chapter Thirteen: The Elderly
Learning Objectives
LO 13.1 Understand the social construction of aging; explain how industrialization led to a

graying globe and how race-ethnicity is related to aging. (p. 359)

LO 13.2 Explain how people decide when they are old and discuss changes in perceptions of the elderly. (p. 364)

LO 13.3 Summarize theories of disengagement, activity, and continuity. (p. 368)

LO 13.4 Explain the conflict perspective on Social Security and discuss intergenerational

competition and conflict. (p. 370)

LO 13.5 Review findings on the living arrangements of the elderly, nursing homes, elder abuse, and the elderly poor. (p. 375)

LO 13.6 Explain how industrialization changed death practices, how death is a process, why hospices emerged, suicide and age, and adjusting to death. (p. 380)

LO 13.7 Discuss developing views of aging and the impact of technology on how long people live. (p. 382)
Chapter Overview
I. Aging in Global Perspective
A. Every society must deal with the problem of people growing old. Because more of the world’s population is considered “elderly” than ever before, every society is experiencing a drain on its resources. This ranges from the hunting and gathering societies of the Amazon rainforest to the most advanced nations, such as the United States. This problem of how to address the needs of the elderly is very complex because age alone does not always qualify as the measurement of being old. A society’s definition and treatment of its elderly is socially constructed. Attitudes about the elderly are rooted in culture and vary from one social group to another.

1. The Tiwi got rid of the old, decrepit females in their society by “covering them up.”  That is, they dug a hole, put the old woman in the hole, and covered her with dirt all the way with only her head showing.  Returning in a day or two they found that she had died. 

2. The Abkhasians, on the other hand, pay high respect to their elderly.  They may be the longest-living people in the world, with many claiming to live past 100.

3. The main factors that appear to account for their long lives are diet, lifelong physical activity, and a highly developed sense of community.

B. When a country industrializes, its people live longer. This is the result of technological advances that include making work safer, food better, living conditions better, water cleaner, and advances in medicine more readily available. 

1. As the proportion of elderly increases, so does the bill that younger citizens must pay in order to provide for their needs.  Among industrialized nations, this bill has become a major social issue.  In the Least Industrialized Nations, families are expected to take care of their own elderly, with no help from the government.

C. In the United States, the “graying of America” refers to the proportion of older people in the U.S. population.  

D. People on all parts of the globe are living longer, but in the Least Industrialized Nations the difference is only measured in weeks and months rather than in years, as in the Most Industrialized Nations. The proportion of the population that is elderly varies from country to country and within each nation by race, ethnicity, and age. The largest percentage and largest number of the elderly in the United States are white, with women outliving men.

1. Because the proportion of nonwhites in the United States is growing, the number of minority elderly is also increasing.  Differences in cultural attitudes about aging, types of family relationships, work histories, and health practices will be important areas of sociological investigation in the coming years.  

2. While life expectancy (the number of years that an average person at any age, including newborns, can expect to live) has increased, the life span (maximum length of life) has not.

3. Life expectancy is highest in the most industrialized countries and lowest in developing countries.

II. The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective

A. The symbolic interactionist perspective examines the “signals,” or labels and stereotypes that people associate with aging. There are several factors that push people to apply the label “old.”
1. Biology changes how a person looks and feels; the person adopts the role of “old” (acts the way old people are thought to act) when experiencing these changes. 

2. Personal history (an injury that limits mobility) or biography (becoming a grandmother at an early age) may affect self‑concept regarding age. 

3. Gender age also plays a part. The relative value that culture places on men’s ages is less than that of women’s ages.  

4. When a particular society defines a person as “old,” the person is likely to feel “old.” These timetables are not fixed; groups sometimes adjust expectations about the onset of old age.

B. Aging is relative; when it begins and what it means varies from culture to culture.

1. For the traditional Native American, the signal for old age is more often the inability to perform productive social roles rather than any particular birthday.

2. The Tiwi tribe is a gerontocracy (a society run by the elderly) where older men are so entrenched in power that they control all of the wealth and all of the women. 

3. To grow old in traditional Eskimo society meant voluntary death.  Eskimo society was so precarious that a person no longer able to pull his or her own weight was expected to simply go off and die.

C. Robert Butler coined the term ageism to refer to prejudice, discrimination, and hostility directed at people because of their age. 

1. With the coming of industrialization, the traditional bases of respect for the elderly eroded. The distinctiveness of age was lost and new ideas of morality made the opinions of the elderly outmoded.  The meaning of old age was transformed—from usefulness to uselessness, from wisdom to foolishness, from an asset to a liability.

2. The meaning of old age is being transformed with the increasing wealth of the U.S. elderly and the coming of age of the baby boom generation. The baby boom generation, given their vast numbers and economic clout, are likely to positively affect our images of the elderly.

3. The mass media communicates messages about the aged, influencing our ideas about the elderly.

III. The Functionalist Perspective

A. Functionalists examine age from the standpoint of how those people who are retiring and those who will replace them in the workforce make mutual adjustments.

B. Elaine Cumming and William Henry developed disengagement theory to explain how society prevents disruption to society when the elderly retire. 

1. The elderly are rewarded in some way (pensions) for giving up positions rather than waiting until they become incompetent or die; this allows for a smooth transition of employment. 

2. For many, disengagement begins during middle age, long before retirement.  While not immediately disengaging, the individual begins to assign priority to certain goals and tasks.

3. This theory is criticized because it assumes that the elderly disengage and then sink into oblivion.

4. Dorothy Jerrome, a critic of disengagement theory, found in her research that the elderly exchange one set of roles for another; the new roles, centering around friendship, are no less satisfying than the earlier roles.

5. The nature of retirement has also been changing; more often, workers slow down rather than simply stop working.  Many never “retire” but simply cut back.

C. According to activity theory, older people who maintain a high level of activity tend to be more satisfied with life than those who do not.

1. Most research findings support the hypothesis that more active people are more satisfied people.

2. Contradictory findings from a number of different studies suggest that counting the number of activities is too simplistic.  Rather, researchers need to take into account what activities mean to people.

D. Continuity theory focuses on how people continue their roles in order to adjust to change.  Over the course of our lives, we develop various strategies for coping with life.  When confronted with old age, people continue to use these coping strategies.

1. People from higher social classes have greater resources to cope with the challenges of old age, and consequently adjust better.

2. People who have multiple roles—wife, mother, worker, friend—are better equipped to handle the loss of a role than are people who do not.

3. Critics claim that this theory is too broad; it is seen as a collection of loosely connected ideas with no specific application to the elderly.

IV. The Conflict Perspective

A. Conflict theorists examine social life as a struggle between groups for scarce resources. Social Security legislation is an example of that struggle. 

1. In the 1920s and 1930s, two-thirds of all citizens over 65 had no savings and could not support themselves. Francis Townsend enrolled one‑third of all Americans over 65 in clubs that sought a national sales tax to finance a monthly pension for all Americans over age 65. To avoid the plan without appearing to be opposed to old‑age pensions, Social Security was enacted by Congress.

2. Initially the legislation required workers to retire at 65.  For decades, the elderly protested. Finally, in 1986, Congress eliminated mandatory retirement.  Today, almost 90 percent of Americans retire by age 65, but they do so voluntarily. 

3. Conflict theorists state that Social Security was not a result of generosity, but rather of competition among interest groups.

B. Since equilibrium is only a temporary balancing of social forces, some form of continuing conflict between the younger and the older appears inevitable.

1. The huge costs of Social Security have become a national concern.  Conflict is inevitable, as proportionately fewer working people are forced to pay for the benefits received by an increasing number of senior citizens.

2. The poverty rate for the elderly has decreased and is less than the national average.  The success of Social Security has contributed to this.  Additionally, those 65 and older have the highest standard of living compared to any time in U.S. history.

3. Some argue that the elderly and children are on a collision course.  Data indicate that as the number of elderly poor decreased, children in poverty increased.  Also, the medical costs for the elderly have soared and some fear that health care for children will be shortchanged. It has been argued that the comparison is misleading because the money that went to the elderly did not come from money intended for the children. Framing the issue in this way is an attempt to divide the working class and to force a choice between suffering children and elderly.

C. Empowering the elderly, some organizations today work to protect the gains the elderly have achieved over the years.

1. The Gray Panthers was organized in the 1960s to encourage people of all ages to work for the welfare of both the elderly and the young. On the micro level, the goal is to develop positive self-concepts; on the macro level, the goal is to build a power base with which to challenge all institutions that oppress the poor, young and old alike.

2. To protect their gains, older Americans organized the American Association of Retired Persons, with 35 million members. This association monitors proposed federal and state legislation and mobilizes its members to act on issues affecting their welfare.
V. Recurring Problems

A. While the elderly are not as isolated as stereotypes would lead us to believe, there are differences between men and women. Women are especially likely to be isolated. Because of differences in mortality, most older males (71 percent) are married and live with their wives, while most older women do not (only 41 percent live with husbands).

1. What this means is that women are much more likely to take care of frail husbands than husbands are to care for frail wives.

2. Most patients in nursing homes are women.

B. About 5 percent of Americans over 65 are in nursing homes at any one time; about one-half of elderly women and one-third of elderly men will spend some time in a nursing home.

1. Nursing home residents are likely to be quite ill, over 85, widowed or never married and consequently have no family to take care of them.   Over 90 percent are in wheelchairs or use walkers.

2. The quality of care varies, but even the better ones tend to strip away human dignity.  

3. Researchers have found that in nursing homes that are understaffed, the patients are more likely to have bedsores, and be malnourished, underweight and dehydrated.  Ninety percent of nursing homes are understaffed.  Anywhere from 40 to 100 percent of nursing home staff quit each year.

4. Compared with the elderly who have similar conditions and remain in the community, those who are placed in nursing homes tend to get sicker and die sooner.

5. Continuing to be active socially, including the use of computers and the Internet to connect with family and friends, helps some elderly overcome problems of isolation, depression and anomie.

6. A new model, in which the elderly are able to be in more home-like settings, can take care of themselves somewhat, and interact with staff and other residents, has showed more positive results.

C. Elder abuse is a significant problem. Most abusers are members of the elderly person’s family.  Some researchers say the abuse occurs when an individual feels obligated to take care of a person who is highly dependent and demanding, which can be very stressful. 

D. A major fear of the elderly is that their money may not last as long as their life does.

1. Women are about sixty percent more likely than men to be poor.

2. Elderly African Americans and Latinos are two to three times as likely as whites to be poor.

3. As a result of governmental programs, the elderly now are less likely than the average American to be poor. 

VI. The Sociology of Death and Dying

A. In preindustrial societies, the sick were cared for at home and died at home. With the coming of modern medicine, dying was transformed into an event to be managed by professionals; most people never have personally seen anyone die. 

1. The process of dying has become strange to most people; we hide from the fact of death, we even construct a language of avoidance (e.g., a person is “gone” or “at peace now,” rather than dead).

2. New technology has produced “technological life.”  This is neither life nor death; the person is brain dead, but the body lives on.

B. Elisabeth Kübler‑Ross identified the stages a person passes through when told that she or he has an incurable disease: (1) denial; (2) anger; (3) negotiation; (4) depression; and (5) acceptance.  Kübler-Ross noted that not everyone experiences all of these stages and not everyone goes through them in order.

C. Elderly persons want to die with dignity in the comforting presence of friends and relatives. Due to advances in medical technology, most deaths in the U.S. occur after the age of 65.

1. Hospitals are awkward places in which to die, surrounded by strangers in hospital garb in an organization that puts routine ahead of individual needs.  Patients experience what sociologists call “institutional death.” 

2. Hospices have emerged as a solution to these problems, providing greater dignity and comfort at less cost.

3. Hospitals are dedicated to prolonging life, while hospices are dedicated to providing dignity in death and making people comfortable in the living-dying interval—that period of time between discovering that death is imminent and death itself.

D. Suicide has a social base. The overall rate remains about the same, as does the method.  Males are more likely to take their lives than females. Suicides by young people receive a lot of publicity, but such deaths are in fact relatively rare.  The suicide rate for young people is lower than that of all other groups.

1. The highest suicide rate is for people age 85 and over.

E. When adjusting to death, family members may experience conflicting feelings.  Adjusting to death can last anywhere between one to two years.

1. When death is expected, family members find it less stressful.  They have been able to say their goodbyes to their loved one.

2. Unexpected deaths bring greater shock.  There was no opportunity to say goodbye or bring closure to the relationship.

VII. Looking Toward the Future

A. As we enter the twenty-first century, society will need to make adjustments in determining how to best deal with the increase in its elderly population. The elderly will also be faced with meeting their own special needs, some individually and others through collective effort.
B. Biomedical science is exploring ways of stretching the human life span, enabling people to live longer lives.  

C. If this happens, it will raise all sorts of questions. How will these elderly contribute to society? How will society be able to support them?  How will the life course be redefined to take into consideration the expansion of life?  What will it mean to be elderly?

Lecture Suggestions
· Ask your students to discuss perceptions of aging while addressing the following: As you see it, at what age are people no longer young? What is it, specifically, about this age that makes a person “old”? What are some of the social factors in the United States that have shaped your ideas about the elderly? How often do you think about growing old and, when you do, do you think about it in a positive or negative light? Finally, if aging were eliminated tomorrow by advances in technology, what do you think would be the perfect age to be, and remain at, for the rest of your life? Why?
· Ask your students to discuss the question of how long people should live. As a nation, we are faced with a serious dilemma in the United States over financing Social Security and Medicare/Medicaid while, at the same time, advances in medicine are prolonging life. Research with gene manipulation shows promise of extending life significantly beyond current mortality tables. Hence, the Methuselah problem: extending life while financing it at the same time. Should we extend life when we are already experiencing problems caring for the elderly? Should we eliminate retirement or raise the age of retirement? If we do either, would that then create more of a job shortage for younger workers? If so, would we then need to expand government support to the unemployed? At what cost?

· Considering the different theories and policies associated with retirement, ask your students to address the following: At what age and/or under what circumstances should people be forced to retire? How might this vary, if at all, from one job or profession to another? Should older people leave their jobs—freeing these up for younger people—when they can no longer perform adequately? What constitutes adequate performance? Should supervisors who judge “adequate performance” make any allowances for age? Finally, at what age do you imagine yourself retiring, and under what circumstances?

· Ask your students to think about and discuss the following: What advantages do senior citizens have over younger people? What advantages do younger people have over senior citizens? Should senior citizens get special discounts and other privileges because they are senior citizens? If so, why? If not, why do you think they get them? Overall, do you think the senior citizen lobby in the United States is too strong? Do you think it receives a disproportionate share of the nation’s limited resources? 

· Ask your students to think about how American society views “youth” and “aging,” while addressing the following:  In what ways, if any, does American society celebrate and glorify looking young?  What accounts for American society’s obsession with youth?  Who profits by it?  How do they profit by it?  Who is hurt by it?  How are they hurt?  At what age do you think Americans start using “anti-aging” products and/or considering surgery to make them look more youthful?  Are you, or anyone you know, using products that purport to slow down or reverse the aging process?  What are these products and why are they being used?  Finally, how might a functionalist, conflict theorist, and symbolic interactionist explain the popularity of such products and the consequences of that popularity? 
MyLab Activities
· Watch – After viewing “The Basics: Aging and the Elderly” have students create a collage of images that depict what it means to be old. Then have students share there collages with the class and discuss if the images they found reflect a more positive or negative perception of aging.
· Read – Once students have read “A Gradual Goodbye: If People Are Living Longer, They Will Have to Work Longer Too” have them develop a personal plan for retirement answering the following questions: At what age do they expect to retire? What do they anticipate will be their financial situation after retirement? What challenges they believe they will face in this phase of their lives?
Suggested Assignments
· Ask your students to conduct a research project on different ways the elderly are treated around the world. Compare those to the ways they are treated in the United States. Students can each pick a different country to examine and, afterward, report on the following: What percentage of the country’s population is elderly? How is “old age” defined in the country? Compared to other segments of the population, how financially secure are the elderly in the country? How psychologically and/or emotionally well off are they? How much political power do they have? Overall, are the elderly respected in the country? How is that respect (or lack of respect) manifested? 

· Have your students choose, bring to class, and read a favorite poem about death while addressing, afterward, the following questions: Why did you choose this particular poem and what does it mean to you? What are the poem’s attitudes and/or perceptions about death? Do you agree or disagree with them? If the poem was written in the past, how do its attitudes and perceptions about death differ, if at all, from current attitudes and perceptions about death? Can you think of any ways that the author’s gender, race, and/or ethnicity may have shaped his or her attitudes about death? Finally, what sociological lessons, if any, does the poem offer its readers about death or, for that matter, life?

· Ask students, either individually or in small groups, to critically analyze Hollywood’s representations of the elderly and report on the following: Compared to other groups in the United States, how often are the elderly included in Hollywood movies? When the elderly are included, how are they depicted? What roles do elderly people typically play and how do these roles either reinforce or challenge stereotypes about the elderly? How often, for example, are fifty-year-olds pictured falling in love in Hollywood movies? Passionately kissing? Taking off their clothes? Having sex? How about sixty-year-olds? Seventy-year-olds? What are fifty-year-olds, sixty-year-olds, and seventy-year-olds typically pictured doing in Hollywood movies? And overall, what might these depictions of older people be “telling” younger people about what it means to grow old?
· As a group project, have your students create a documentary video about aging in America. The video should include interviews with younger people on their attitudes about older people, and interviews with older people on their attitudes about younger people. If possible, the video should also include interviews with some of the students’ own grandparents, asking their grandparents to address the following three questions: First, thinking about all the technological advances, political events, and/or social changes that you have witnessed in your lifetime, which ones have been the most amazing, influential, and memorable for you? Why? Second, what can the United States do to better meet the needs of its older people? Third, if there was a single lesson that you learned from your life that you would like to pass along to younger people as words of wisdom, what would it be?
Suggested Films 

Age Discrimination, No Gray Areas. MTI Film and Video. 1989, 25 min. (Video).


This films shows how managers can work with older workers for the benefit of both the

worker and the organization. 

Aging. Insight Media. 1991, 30 min. (Video).


This film focuses on the treatment of elderly in the United States.

Granny Dumping: Abandoning the Elderly. Films for the Humanities and Sciences. 1995 Listing,


16 min. (Video).

A case history about an 80-year-old man by his family.

Social Roles and Relationships in Old Age. Insight Media. 1993, 60 min. (Video).


This films shows how family, friendship, leisure and work roles change as one ages.

Tuesdays with Morrie. Harpo Films. 2000, 89 min. (Video).

The story of an old man, professor of sociology, Morrie Schwartz, who is dying from ALS. He tells a former student, Mitch Albom, about dying, living and what’s important in life.
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