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The dramatic increase in life expectancy in the United States and

all other developed nations in the 20th century is one of the greatest

cultural and scientific advances in our history. Yet, we are woefully

unprepared to address the challenges—such as potential conflicts

aggravated by generational differences—and take advantage of the

opportunities—unleashing the productivity inherent in a healthy

elderly population, for example—that stand before us.
In this emerging “aging society,” in which those over age

60 will outnumber those under 15, there remains substantial
uncertainty about what life will be like for the elderly and, per-
haps more importantly, for the middle-aged and younger gen-
erations that will follow in the footsteps of today’s oldest
Americans.

With these considerations in mind, in 2008 the MacArthur
Foundation established a Research Network on an Aging Soci-
ety, bringing together 12 scholars from the United States and
Europe from a variety of relevant disciplines including econom-
ics, sociology, psychology, political science, medicine, public
health, demography, and public policy. Our goal is to identify
the changes that need to be made in many aspects of Ameri-
can life, including retirement, the workforce, education, and
even the design of our future cities, that will enable us to deal
with the challenges and take advantage of the opportunities
posed by the aging of our society.

The task before us is to establish a secure infrastructure for
such a society, a revised set of core elements—family, work-
force, retirement, churches, political parties, communities, vol-
unteer organizations, and financial entitlements, among
others—that will be needed for our future society to function
effectively. But first we must understand the realities of the
current demographic transition in life expectancy and their
implications for American society as a whole. Too much of
what passes for knowledge and understanding of aging in
America today are beliefs that are completely or partially false—
myths, if you like—that must be recognized and unpacked.

Myth #1: Aging in America is a temporary phenomenon
caused by the baby boom.

The aging world won’t disappear once the baby boomers
have passed on—we are well on our way toward a fundamen-
tally new, permanent, and older age structure in our society. Yes
the baby boom has contributed to the aging of American soci-
ety, but so have rapid increases in life expectancy and reductions
in birth rates.

The aging of our nation began early in the 20th century as
advances in public health led to rapid reductions in infant, child,
and maternal mortality. At that time, infectious diseases were
the leading causes of death, as had been the case throughout
human history. Because the risk of death was always high for
younger ages, only a relatively small segment of every birth
cohort prior to the 20th century had an opportunity to live to
older ages. This characteristic pattern of mortality and survival,
combined with high birth rates, produced an age distribution
for America that took the shape of a pyramid—there were
more younger people, situated at the bottom of the pyramid,
than older people, situated at the top of the pyramid.

In the early 20th century, as young people lived longer and
death rates declined further at the middle and older ages in
the second half of the century, life expectancy at birth rose
rapidly—by more than 30 years. For example, 42 percent of
the babies born in 1900 were expected to survive past age 65,
but by 2000 this rate had nearly doubled to 83 percent. The
result is that death has been permanently shifted from a phe-
nomenon among the young to one of the old. This critical com-
ponent of the ongoing process of aging in America will likely
remain an enduring part of our demographic destiny long after
the baby boomers pass on.
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Although, the baby boomers, who can first be detected
at the base of the age pyramid in 1950 and by the year 2000
dominate the middle part of the age structure, are obviously
important. When they were under age 65, their numbers post-
poned the emergence of an aging society despite increases in
life expectancy, and as they cross into “old age” their vast num-
bers are accelerating it.

Uncertainty remains about how the health and longevity
of future cohorts of older people will unfold. In recent years

we’ve witnessed an increase in the proportion of the lifespan
spent in good health and an extension of disability-free life
expectancy, but this trend may not continue in the face of evi-
dence suggesting that some younger generations are less healthy
than those that preceded them into older ages. It’s possible the
recent increases in obesity and diabetes will actually lead to
declines in life expectancy in this century. However, the quick pace
of advances in biomedical technology makes scientists opti-
mistic that advances in life expectancy in America will both
accelerate and continue beyond the middle of this century.

Myth #2: Physical and mental capacity inevitably decline
with biological aging.

Being old doesn’t necessarily entail being frail. While nor-
mal human aging does involve progressively worse organ func-
tion compared to the peak in early adulthood, the impact of
these physiological changes on the capacity of individuals to
function in society is quite modest. The exaggeration of the
elderly’s diminished function is due in part to archaic views that
overlook the fact that people are becoming disabled later and
later in their lives. Thus, not only are people living longer, but
they’re healthier and are disabled for fewer years of their lives
than older people decades ago. This phenomenon of progres-
sively pushing disability later and later in life is referred to as
“compression of morbidity.” As a result, active life span is
increasing faster than total life span. The health and functional
status of the elderly has been improving steadily since the early
1980s, much of it because of improvements in medical care.
A landmark study published in 1994, and since confirmed by
other research, found the number of elders unable to perform
daily tasks decreased by 3.6 percentage points from 1982 to
1994 (from 24.9 percent to 21.3 percent). As a result, there
were 1.2 million fewer disabled elders in 1994.

Interestingly, there’s evidence from the same time period
suggesting disability has increased among those younger than
65, thanks to substantial increases in rates of asthma, obesity,

and diabetes. Very recent analyses show an increase in the
need for personal assistance, such as help with bathing, dress-
ing, or other basic activities of daily living among 59 year olds.
The trend, therefore, is toward a more active and healthier
older population, and a less-healthy younger and middle-aged
population, which includes the early baby-boomers. Clearly
we are no longer a society with a functionally impaired older
generation alongside a fit, active, younger population.

Another frame of reference for assessing the function of
older people relates not to comparing
them to young adults, focusing on how
many health problems they have, or how
they score on an individual test, but instead
looking at their overall capacity to func-
tion. From this perspective, it’s clear many
people successfully adapt in ways that

allow them to lead full, productive lives into their oldest ages.
Such adaptations build on the fact that important abilities,
such as perspective, experience, social values, emotional reg-
ulation, and wisdom, may all increase with age.

When it comes to functional capacity, it may be that fac-
tors other than age are driving the changes we’re seeing. Some
of the most important determinants of diminished capacity—
cognitive and functional decline—are more closely related to
socioeconomic factors including race, ethnicity, and educational
attainment, than to age. As we can see below, education in

particular plays a prominent role in determining quality of life
at older ages. This finding mirrors the role education plays in
other social contexts. The economic returns from education in
the labor market and the health benefits associated with addi-
tional years of schooling have both expanded sharply over time.

Myth #3: Aging mainly impacts the elderly.
That this statement appears self-evident makes it one of

the most pernicious myths. The facts are that while popula-
tion “aging” is driving our demographic transition, from a
policy perspective the elderly are often not the most impor-

Too much of what passes for knowledge and
understanding of aging in America today are
myths.
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tant group from the point of view of either the risks they face
going forward or the impact they will feel as changes are made
to adapt to our society’s aging.

For example, the young may lose support for education as
expenditures for old-age entitlements grow, as has been the
experience in some European countries. Or, perhaps the middle-
aged will be strained by their responsibility to provide goods and
services for a rapidly growing elderly population.

As we move ahead, the most productive strategy is not
to focus on just one generation, such as the elderly, but to con-
sider the entire society, and the interactions of the generations
it includes. Only in this broader context can we consider the
essential dynamics of the overall population and identify the key
opportunities for meaningful change.

Myth #4: In an aging society, the young and old are
inevitably pitted against each other.

A number of pundits and doomsayers have long predicted
that as aging baby boomers vastly increase the ranks of older
voters, class warfare in America will be fought not between
the rich and poor, but between the old and young. This sce-
nario presumes elders will be voting exclusively on the basis of
their material self-interests to increase spending on Social Secu-
rity, Medicare, and other old-age entitlements, thereby erod-
ing support for educational and other programs critical to the
future of younger generations. In response, the story goes,
young and middle-aged voters will act out politically to reduce
their “burden” of supporting elders by having their tax rev-
enues allocated for other purposes.

It’s true the number and percentage of older voters will
increase substantially in the decades ahead. According to the
Census Bureau, the number of voters age 65 and older is pro-
jected to increase from 40 million in 2010 to 72 million in 2030,
and then to 89 million in 2050. Although people 65 and over
are only 17 percent of the voting-age population today, they
will be 25 percent in 2030 and stay at about that proportion
until 2050.

Yet, the evidence to date doesn’t
show significant intergenerational con-
flict over old-age entitlements. In fact,
quite the opposite appears to be true.

Throughout many decades of
national elections (the arena most
salient to Social Security and Medicare policies) there has been
no credible evidence that older people vote as a unified bloc
focusing only on old-age benefits. In fact, national exit polls
and post-election surveys suggest the contrary. Like the over-
all electorate, older voters so far have differed in their political
attachments, economic and social status, race and ethnicity,
and many other characteristics that shape their preferences
among candidates for office.

Moreover, surveys of public attitudes in the United States

over the years show a surprising but consistent convergence of
opinions across generations. Large, multigenerational majori-
ties express strong support for programs directed at seniors—
including both employer-based retirement benefits and Social
Security—as well as educational programs for children and
government assistance for the poor. Young and middle-aged
adults recognize the financial relief old-age entitlements pro-
vide, and perhaps also see themselves as future beneficiaries
of the programs. This finding is in line with European surveys
of voting and attitudes among young and middle-aged gen-
erations. These surveys consistently show support for, rather
than hostility toward, benefits for older generations.

Notwithstanding the absence of intergenerational conflict
to date, it could be engendered by changes in the broader social
and economic environment. Over the next several decades, for
instance, younger people will be disproportionately minority—
Hispanics, African Americans, and Asians—while older people
remain disproportionately non-minority because 75 percent of
baby boomers fall into that racial/ethnic category. Indicators
such as educational attainment suggest that much of the young
minority workforce over the next 30 years, like today, will be
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Being old doesn’t necessarily entail being frail.

The evidence doesn’t show significant inter-
generational conflict over old-age entitlements.
In fact, quite the opposite appears to be true.
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working in relatively low-wage jobs. Will a generally low-paid,
young, minority population resent having to pay taxes to sup-
port entitlement programs that benefit a mostly white, rela-
tively well-off, retired population? This potential conflict may
be exacerbated if the already-substantial income inequalities
and access to health care keep increasing.

Myth #5: Policy-makers must choose between invest-
ments in youth or the elderly.

The transformation of America into an older society cre-
ates novel challenges for the Obama administration and raises
questions about how to target new investments of precious
public resources across the generations in education, training,
and preventative health. As various advocacy groups vie for

the attention of the new administration, some advocates for
children’s programs contend that youth are the only generation
worthy of investment.

This approach views expenditures for children as investments
with long-term returns for all of society and resources spent on
the elderly as short-term benefits limited to the direct beneficiar-
ies. This view belies the fact that many mid- and late-life interven-
tions such as new skills training, efforts to enhance civic
engagement and volunteerism, and programs to reduce health
risks pay off. Their modest costs are more than offset by substan-
tial intermediate and longer-term economic gains, including
increased productivity and decreased health care expenditures.

It’s well established that experiences and investments early
in life have an important impact on later socioeconomic posi-
tion, health, and well-being and that some childhood social
programs, such as Head Start (pre-K) are valuable. Accumulat-
ing evidence indicates, however, that interventions spaced
across an entire lifetime can have cumulative benefits better
than the effects of interventions made in childhood alone.

Moreover, many programs that target the elderly have sig-
nificant benefits for younger generations and should properly
be seen as family programs. Social Security payments to older peo-
ple relieve their middle-aged children of the economic burden of
supporting their parents. But they also help the elderly support
their children. European evidence shows that up to about age
80, parents continue to give their children financial and social
support. And in South Africa, when older women living in
extended families received a pension, granddaughters in those
households were healthier over time. Such multi-generational
win-win opportunities exist in many areas, including education,
training and job flexibility, retirement, welfare, and health.

Myth #6: The biggest public problems facing an aging
America stem from Social Security and Medicare/Medicaid.

The (currently unfunded) future financial obligations of
Social Security and especially Medicare and Medicaid are indeed
staggering and threaten our nation’s future financial stability.
Nonetheless, while they’re the elephant in the living room, the
fact is that elephant isn’t alone.

We’ve neglected more fundamental questions about the
nature of life in an aging America, our commitments among
generations, and the structure and function of our key institu-
tions that might best allow us to achieve a productive and equi-
table society. As the age structure of our society changes we
must reexamine the social compact between generations that
has been the basis of many of our policies. What should a nor-

mal life look like in the future? Should
there be more education interspersed
throughout middle age so individuals
will be prepared to cope productively
with technological change and be able
to continue to be productive later in life?
Should employers have incentives to

educate employees and keep them in the workforce longer?
Can we develop more flexible approaches to work schedules
and worksite design? Should efforts outside the workforce,
such as volunteering, be encouraged in some way? Should win-
win approaches that benefit multiple generations, like the South
African pension example, be given special incentives? Lack of
attention to these issues could prove, in the long run, to be just
as damaging as the financial imbalances in entitlements.

Our current approaches to aging were designed
for a different society and limit opportunities for
the elderly to be productive.
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The aging of America presents many oportunities.
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Myth #7: We can stabilize the age of our population by
increasing immigration.

A couple specific issues are embedded within this myth.
The first relates to the nature of the alleged problem. Many
think our aging society won’t have a workforce large enough
because demographic shifts will increase the size of the older
population relative to the young. They say we should increase
immigration levels rather than or in addition to trying to keep
older individuals working longer.

In truth, most estimates suggest the United States will
have a sufficient overall number of workers in 2030 and 2050,
assuming legal migration continues at current levels of approx-
imately 1 million people annually. This is due in large part to the
stable and relatively high total fertility rate (TFR) in the United
States, which continues at or very close to the replacement
rate (the rate needed to keep the population constant in size,
or 2.1 births per woman). The TFR in the United States today
is substantially higher than in many European countries and
Japan. It’s important to note, however, that while the size of
the overall workforce may be sufficient for years to come, it’s
highly likely skill gaps will emerge in particular areas, nursing
and engineering among them.

A second way to look at this is that the “problem” is the
result of an upward shift in the age structure of our future soci-
ety, and we can “cure” this simply by importing more young
people from other countries for awhile in order to mitigate the
changes in our population pyramid. There are several difficul-
ties with this approach.

First, it may seem that encouraging younger migrants to
enter the country will immediately fix the problem, but the fact
is, these immigrants will also grow older. A genuine fix of this
kind would require a sustained stream of young immigrants
entering the country every year; however, the number of immi-
grants we’d need to balance the age structure is very large,
and may not be feasible either politically or because sufficient
immigrants with the requisite capacity to participate produc-
tively in our society couldn’t be identified. For example, the
number of annual immigrants needed to keep the proportion
of our population that is under 65 at the current level has been
estimated at more than 11 million—a more than 1,000 percent
increase from the current level of immigration, which is already
unpopular in some circles.

The danger of myths is that they lull people into complacency.
If the general public and our elected officials don’t understand
the reality of what’s facing us, they’ll essentially be in denial
and unable to move forward to fix what’s broken.

Our current approaches to the elderly were designed for a
different society. They’re based on a set of policies, like the for-
mal and informal rules regarding work, retirement, and social
security, that limit opportunities for the elderly to be productive.

If we don’t change these approaches, we could end up

with a dysfunctional society that will pit one generation against
another, be unable to care for its citizens, provide equal oppor-
tunity for all, or be competitive in a global economy.

Some of the myths described here have proven quite
durable and a significant effort will be required to educate our
society with the facts about aging America. Only then can we
start to develop and implement effective policies, at both the
local and national levels, that will increase the likelihood that
the America that emerges is productive and equitable.

In next quarter’s Contexts, the MacArthur Aging Society
Network will offer our perspectives on the major areas ripe for
policy development and the key principles that should guide
those efforts.

recommended resources
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future health and medical spending of the elderly.

Robert B. Hudson, ed. Boomer Bust? Economic and Political Issues
of the Graying Society (Vol. 1) and The Boomer and Their Future
(Praeger, 2008). Provide dozens of perspectives from a multidisci-
plinary roster of authors on the implication of becoming an aging
society.

Kenneth Manton, Larry Corder, and Eric Stallard. “Chronic disabil-
ity trends in elderly United States populations: 1982-1994,” Pro-
ceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (1997) 94:
2593–2598. Examines trends in the functional status of older gen-
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Linda Martin, Vicki Freedman, Robert Schoeni, and Patricia
Andrewski. “Health and functioning among baby boomers
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In “Facts and Fictions About an Aging America” (Contexts, Fall 2009),

our research group unpacked a series of widely held, inter-related

misconceptions about our aging population and outlined the broad

societal implications of the realities. With the realities articulated

and myths exposed, we can start to explore how policy-makers can

effectively invest across the life course to create a successful aging

society. We call for a new approach to aging—one that involves not

only new policies, but also new ways to think about aging in America.

Both our reframing and subsequent policy proposals will increase

the likelihood that the United States, as it ages, will become a more

productive and equitable society.

Over the coming decades, the age distribution of our population
will shift to one that is older than it is young for the first time ever.
By 2020, there will be more Americans over the age of 65 than
under 15. In the U.S. and most developed and rapidly devel-
oping societies, this “graying” is not a transient phenomenon
brought on by the baby boom. Nor is it feasible that increased
immigration will mitigate the age shift. While the presence of
the “baby boom” generation prevented the U.S. from becom-
ing an aging society in the 20th century, as that large group now
reaches 65, it will accelerate our demographic transformation,
enhancing the urgency of putting the proper policies in place
soon.

In our last article, we presented the facts regarding a num-
ber of ideas about aging: aging does not necessarily bring on
a host of infirmities and disabilities, societal aging impacts all
generations (not just the elderly), and despite the increased
financial pressures of entitlements for
a growing elderly population, the young
and old are not inevitably pitted against
each other.

Further, too many of the discus-
sions about the “problem” of an aging
America seem pre-occupied with the
solvency and sustainability of Social
Security and Medicare. These issues
must be effectively addressed, but they aren’t our only, per-
haps not even our biggest, challenges. And this narrow focus
among policy-makers has led many to see older people as only
consumers, and not producers, of resources. Understandably,
young people with that outlook may begin to see their elders

as competitors who consume too much of the “pie.”
Finally, because we’ve been preoccupied by doomsday

scenarios raised by the host of myths about aging, we haven’t
paid enough attention to tackling the very real future stresses
on many of the country’s core institutions and functions, like
workforce participation, retirement, the family, housing, and the
design of our communities. The fact is, many of these institu-
tions weren’t designed to support the needs and characteris-
tics of the population we’ll soon be. It’s possible that we could
solve the Social Security and Medicare crises, but without over-
hauling America’s infrastructure, we’d still fail older and younger
people alike.

long-term, multifaceted strategies
Since the aging of our society is not a temporary, baby

boomer phenomenon, we must understand there will be no

quick fix to solve the challenges it brings. As we move forward,
we must develop long-view, intersecting policies with an under-
standing of the impact they will have across generations, includ-
ing socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic inequalities that may
actually grow during this demographic transition. No single
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Effective policies are intergenerational and
equitable, emphasize new avenues to increase
economic productivity, and embrace a long-term
perspective.



short-term policy will save us.
We’ve learned from past policy changes that advance plan-

ning, gradual implementation, and attention to unintended
societal side effects will be extremely valuable. This strategy
allows adequate notice and time to citizens across the age
range to plan for change. It also increases political feasibility
because those citizens who are close to experiencing what
might have been a radical short-term change don’t have to
adapt rapidly to a new, unforeseen situation.

A model example of successful advance planning and
gradual implementation is the 1983 amendment to Social Secu-
rity that raised the age of eligibility for full retirement benefits
from 65 to 67. Under this legislation, the age of full eligibility
didn’t begin to change until 20 years later, in 2003, and won’t
become age 67 until 2027. The timing of this incremental pol-
icy change warded off any significant political opposition.
Younger people had time to adjust their planning and saving

for retirement over several decades. At the same time, those
who had planned to retire between 1983 and 2003 were able
to do so without being caught in a lurch. The implementation
has gone smoothly since the changes began in 2003.

It’s also clear that we can’t simply come up with a singular
strategy for addressing aging. Despite the widely held belief that
physical and mental capacity inevitably decline with biological
aging, for instance, the overwhelming body of research demon-
strates that many elderly people remain fit and highly function-
ing, physically and cognitively, until late in life. In fact, a large
portion of the elderly are fit. The percentage of non-disabled
people over age 85 in 1994 was 40.2 percent, a 5.4 percent

increase from 1982 (compared with an increase of 2.6 percent
for those ages 65 to 74, from 85.9 percent to 88.5 percent non-
disabled). Concurrently, the percentage of highly disabled peo-
ple over age 85 in 1994 was 52.7 percent, a 4.7 percent decrease
over the same time period. The older people become, the less
like each other they are. The fairly uniform functional status of
younger groups evolves into a broad array of functional capabil-
ities—and a broad array of needs and talents.

investing across generations
The three related misconceptions mentioned above—that

societal aging mainly impacts the elderly, that in an aging soci-
ety the young and old are inevitably pitted against each other,
and that policy-makers must choose between investments in
youth or the elderly—have led us to work under one guiding
principle: we must adopt robust multigenerational and inter-
generational perspectives on aging policies.

Older people are far from being the
majority in an aging society. Most peo-
ple in an aging society are under age
65, so we need to invest across the age
spectrum. No single generation or age
group should be thought of as the prob-
lematic creator of intergenerational ten-

sions or political and policy struggles.
Moreover, many of the key determinants of successful

aging are cumulative, occurring throughout the lifetime and,
importantly, starting in early childhood. The people who will turn
65 between 2050 and 2070 have already been born. If we
want to promote their health and well-being into old age, we
need to begin now, when they are infants and children. Child-
hood and early adolescent experiences leave a footprint for
many functions in older age. Failing to invest in education and
health throughout childhood and young adulthood is short-
sighted. Within a generation, the United States will reap what
it has sown in this regard. Childhood social programs such as
Head Start (pre-K) are valuable, and experts agree that the edu-
cational trajectory established early in life has an important
impact on socioeconomic position, health, and well-being in
early and late adulthood.

One study that followed individuals for 27 years after an
educational intervention found that they experienced signifi-
cant increases in high school graduation rates, employment,
and home ownership and reductions in delinquency and teen
pregnancy when compared to their peers. The wide range of
abilities among older people and our understanding of the
conditions that determine successful aging suggest that many
such interventions across a lifetime, from early adulthood right
into old age, may have a positive and lasting impact.

Prevention, including behavioral interventions, seems to
offer definite benefits late in life. In a major and widely cited
study of diabetes prevention, the benefits of an intensive lifestyle

24 contexts.org

We could solve the Social Security and Medicare
crises, but without overhauling America’s infrastruc-
ture we’d still fail older and younger people alike.

Ph
ot

o
by

A
FP

/G
et

ty
Im

ag
es

,W
ill

ia
m

W
es

t

A retiree volunteers, helping in disaster relief efforts.



change (diet, exercise) were greater in the oldest age group
(60-85 year olds) than for younger groups. The effect was so
great that the rate of new onset of diabetes in the elders was
lower (3.3 cases per 100 person years) than was seen for the
45-59 year olds and the 25-44 year olds (4.9 and 6.3 cases per
100 person years, respectively). The concept that it is ever too
late for intervention is clearly false.

While early and lifelong prevention is still the optimal
approach to a long and healthy life, it’s important to integrate
a life-long approach to disease prevention. When it comes to
health care, and many other areas, we must not choose between
investments in the young or the old. We need to leverage and
optimize policies that benefit people’s well-being throughout
their lifetimes. In fact, policies that can be leveraged to improve
well-being throughout the lifetime should be optimized.

Effective policies embraced across many groups have two qual-
ities that are especially worth noting in
the context of an aging society: spillover
and crossover effects. By spillover we
mean that investment in one area (edu-
cation, for example) affects another area
in the same person (health, for exam-
ple). Crossover effects are those that
pass from one person to another, say from the parent to the
child. Many investments in programs for the elderly benefit
younger generations. For example, an important economic
benefit of Social Security payments and Medicare coverage for
older people is that they relieve many middle-aged children of
some of the economic burden of taking care of their parents.
This also leaves the adult children with more resources to sup-
port their own children.

Some policies adopted by other countries have shown
crossover and spillover effects. In 1993, South Africa expanded

its pension program to the black popula-
tion. Roughly one-quarter of South African
children lived with a pension recipient. When
older women living in extended families
received a pension, their granddaughters
had healthier weights and heights. This
demonstrates that programs aimed at ben-
efiting the elderly can positively affect their
families, too.

Likewise, workplace flexibility and fam-
ily-friendly work policies benefit those in the
labor force with young children and child
care responsibilities, but they’re equally good
for people with frail parents or partners. Flex-
ibility in age at retirement, flex time, part-
time work, and other forms of workplace
consideration have obvious benefits to offer
people at many stages in their lifetimes.

looking to the private sector
Regarding employment, progress is resisted by the pres-

ence of yet another myth, the belief that one must move older
persons out of the workforce to make room for younger adults.
Analyses in several countries have shown this to be a fallacy;
and, in fact, higher older age employment rates are often asso-
ciated with higher younger employment. It is important to note
that not all the policies for our aging society must come from
the public sector. Private sector policies regarding job flexibil-
ity, retirement, health insurance, and education over a lifetime
all have the potential to create win/win situations and help
multiple generations. Work-life balance policies in the corpo-
rate world have shown benefits to young and old employees
alike as both confront the issues of providing care for children,
parents, and other family members.

Such policies are already in place in a number of countries,

and have been beneficial in terms of productivity and employee
well-being. Many private companies in Europe already realize the
need for experienced staff. For example, companies value engi-
neers who know how to repair older equipment and service
personnel who know how to serve a range of customers. To
help meet staffing needs and retain excellent employees, 45
percent of employers in the U.K. now provide job-sharing
arrangements and 18 percent allow flexible work hours.

U.S. employers, who are much more likely then European
firms to be privately, rather than publicly, owned are far more
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The aging of our society is not a temporary, baby
boomer phenomenon, and no single short-term
policy will save us.
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One of the MacArthur Foundation’s guiding principles is that aging policies must
be robust, multigenerational, and intergenerational.



heterogeneous in their adoption and application of these kinds
of policies. Work-life balance policies have not yet become the
American norm. One reason is such policies have short-term
costs including increased numbers of employees, more facili-
ties and space requirements, and more intensive interactions
between employees and human resources staff. But the long-
term pay-offs such as lower staff turnover and absenteeism,
better recruitment possibilities, staff diversity, higher worker
loyalty to the organization, and reduction in employee stress
are all very attractive. We will need to be attentive to corpo-
rate needs as we consider these policies, but they certainly
present one long-term policy shift that could have widespread
positive impact across generations.

the societal benefits of aging
Central to our perspectives about aging and capacity is

the notion that although disease and disabil-
ities certainly increase in prevalence with
advancing age, in today’s and tomorrow’s
America older people have a wide array of
capacities that are often underused. We must
find ways to use the abilities of older peo-
ple. Moving forward we will have to create
new institutions or revise our thinking about
the limits and ranges we’ve set for work,
education, housing, civic engagement, and other domains.

We need to foster the capacities of older adults. Sociolo-
gist Peter Ulhenberg outlines some scenarios for win/win pol-
icy options, prime among them is the employment of older
men and women to serve as caretakers and guardians of the
young, as either grandparents by kin or grandparents in a more
functional sense.

In these and other roles that use the skills and abilities of older
people, we see an interesting opportunity to reap a benefit from

a possible challenge of aging. As discussed
previously, some of the ways by which we
can create a successful aging society actually
start in childhood. Bringing the talents and
experience of older people to bear on the
problems facing disadvantaged children will
not only wisely use a pool of untapped
resources, it will also build the foundation for
coming generations of happy and healthy
seniors. Experience Corps, for example,
deploys older people in public schools to help
young children and adolescents, with demon-
strable benefit for both groups. This program
exemplifies the kinds of policies Uhlenberg
suggests will be critical in confronting edu-
cational and health outcomes—essentially,
performing the kinds of interventions we out-
lined above—among the coming generations

of disadvantaged children.
Rather than allowing the devotion of increasing resources

to older men and women to create divides between young
and old and between the haves and have nots, careful plan-
ning can actually bridge divides.

inspiration from another sector
With these considerations in mind as we move to develop

policies at many levels—from local, state, and federal public-
sector policies, to those in the private sector (like those relat-
ing to work or housing)—we propose that our society look to
environmental impact assessments for inspiration. In this case,
however, such impacts will have to do with multigenerational
investments.

We say this because in an aging society, it will be essen-
tial to maintain intergenerational equity and balance. Thus, we

propose that virtually all policies for our aging society be eval-
uated for the impacts they have within each generation (the
multigenerational perspective) and on the interactions between
generations (the intergenerational effects). Environmental proj-
ects have been required to conduct impact statements like this
for many years, and approximately 17 health impact assess-
ments have been conducted across the country that evaluate
the health effects of policies ranging from living-wage cam-
paigns to housing redevelopment to the U.S. Federal Farm Bill.
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The older people become, the less like each other they are. Aging people have a
broad array of functional capabilities, needs, and talents.

Bringing the talents of older people to disadvan-
taged children will not only use a pool of untapped
resources, it will also build for coming generations
of happy and healthy seniors.
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If by investing in the large number of older men and women
we neglect younger generations, our nation will not be able to
thrive, nor can our society be a successful one.

Over the next decades the United States may reap the
benefits of immigration because many younger people will
come seeking work, and they may have slightly higher fertility
rates than the rest of our population (up to 30 percent higher,
according to the U.S. Census). In the short run, the aging expe-
riences of baby boomers may be bound to the recent waves of
immigration. We should build on these joint demographic tran-
sitions to increase well-being for both boomers and recent
immigrants. Yet, as we discussed in our last article, immigra-
tion won’t solve all our problems.

While increasing immigration is not the answer, it will be
important to invest in education and skills training for new
immigrants so they can attain high-skill jobs and participate
fully in our society. Increasing the under-used potential of immi-
grants and their children is key. Offering educational opportu-
nities and training for high-skill jobs to others in the United
States who are not recent immigrants, but have historically
lacked adequate resources, will also help us maintain a vibrant
and diverse America as we age. Here again we see that poli-
cies for an aging society need to reinforce the goal of a more
equitable distribution of resources across socioeconomic groups
and the long-term integration of excluded groups from social
participation.

As an interdisciplinary network we are developing specific
policy recommendations for the national and local levels. Effec-
tive policies are intergenerational and multigenerational in the
distribution of benefits, are oriented toward reducing dispari-
ties in health and well-being in current and future generations,
emphasize new avenues to increase economic productivity, and
embrace a long-term perspective. Our recommendations will
be based on issues of intergenerational relations with regard
to labor and educational policies, as well as on the value of
advance planning and gradual implementation of policies.

With these principles in mind, we are moving to fashion
a core set of strategies through which we can advocate for the
healthy development of all generations of Americans, young
and old alike. These strategies should include forming a coali-
tion of stakeholders that will help design a future America that
builds on the fact that we will be an aging society. It will also
be essential to develop innovative approaches to work, family
life, education, and civic participation.

Finally, when it comes to the challenge of planning for a
successful aging society, we must remind ourselves what fail-
ure would look like. If we don’t take concrete steps toward
preparing our society for a steady transition into demographic
change, our complacency will have created large gaps in oppor-
tunity, education, and wellness between the haves and have
nots. Society will struggle to cope with the demands for goods
and services, including health care, from a large elderly popu-

lation, while at the same time neglecting to take advantage
of the potential productivity among the elderly.
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When I wrote an article on age discrimination last year, I couldn’t

believe the response: countless emails and at least five phone calls

a week for several months. These communications weren’t coming

from researchers in the field but from workers across the country,

male and female, semi-skilled, skilled, and professional. They shared

stories of age discrimination that they, a spouse, or a parent had

experienced or were currently living through, asked for information

about their rights and what could be done, and thanked me for

bringing light to an issue that “nobody talks about.”

ageism
in the american workplace

by vincent j. roscigno
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They were and are correct about the neglect of age discrimi-
nation in public dialogue. There is remarkably little coverage in
the popular press and, with a few exceptions, social scientists
who study employment inequality often overlook ageism—a
problem that Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
statistics show is on the rise.

The increase in workplace ageism is due to a host of cul-
tural, demographic, and structural factors: a society increas-
ingly consumed by “youth,” be it in culture, mass media or
medicine; a large and aging baby boomer population, many of
whom will remain in the workforce well into their 70s and 80s;
and current corporate downsizing and globalization pressures
that heighten worker insecurities and vulnerabilities. Social
researchers are now documenting trends in aging workers’
employment prospects and employer stereotyping and discrim-
ination. Using both survey research and first-hand accounts by
victims, they are uncovering the real social and human costs of
age discrimination.

talking with victims
Almost all victims with whom I spoke related tangible costs

to them or a loved one. Many conveyed fear of defaulting on
mortgages or being unable to pay for their children’s college
after being pushed out of their current jobs. Others expressed
anger and insecurity over the loss of affordable health insur-
ance or pension benefits—benefits that they felt were both
earned and owed. Just as prevalent and somewhat surprising
to me in these discussions were the less-tangible, yet deeper
social-psychological and emotional costs that social science
research has established for racial discrimination or sexual
harassment, for instance, but are only now being considered
in relation to older workers.

The first-hand experiences of victims aligned closely with
my own research on the topic. Karen, for instance, told me
about her mother who, several months prior, was pushed out
of her job of 20 years and replaced with a 25 year old. Her
mother felt isolated and helpless. She continues to cry at night,
months later, due to the loss of a job, loss of friends she loved,
and an overarching violation of trust by her employer. “She
thought of her colleagues as her family,” Karen noted, “but now
it is her family that abandoned her like… like she just doesn’t
matter. It killed her inside... It’s still killing her inside.”

Violations of trust, despite a history of hard, dedicated
work and good citizenship, seemed especially poignant. Joe,
a committed maintenance worker, talked with me just as he was
“being pushed out” after 23 years of work. He expressed
anger—anger triggered by violations of a “normative social
contract,” wherein employee dedication and hard work are
met with employer obligation and “making good” on past
promises. “They now don’t want to pay me my pension. I was
a good worker for them and always did everything they asked.
I went out of my way to help train people and make every-

thing run smoothly, so everybody was happy and it was a good
place to work. And now this is what I get, like I never really
mattered to them. It’s just not right.”

age stereotypes at work
Stereotypes—negative generalizations about entire groups

of people—indicate status and inequality that can spur dis-
criminatory behaviors and actions. Although employers may
say they want long-term, experienced, dedicated workers, sur-
vey research tells us they tend to view older workers like Joe and
Karen’s mother as expensive, inflexible, possibly stubborn or
forgetful, and bad for the company image. We also know from
reports and surveys from organizations like the AARP that more
than half of aging workers have either experienced age dis-
crimination on their jobs or witnessed such discrimination
toward others.

Erdman Palmore of the Duke University Center for the
Study of Aging and Human Development reports that 84
percent of Americans over 60 years old report one or more
incidents of ageism, including insulting jokes, disrespect, patron-
izing behavior, and assumptions about frailty or ailments. Such
patterns are manifested by a culture consumed with “youth”—
a culture passed to young people through socialization and
then reproduced in institutions and organizations like the work-
place.

Surveys, interviews, and experimental research all uncover
ageism in employment. Classic work by Benson Rosen and
Thomas Jerdee, for example, revealed perceptions of older work-
ers as less responsive, if not resistant, to workplace changes. A
more recent book by social psychologist Todd Nelson confirms
this point, revealing how managers and younger coworkers tend
to view older workers as inflexible, slow, unorganized, difficult,
and expensive to train. Such stereotypes, which sometimes take
a gender-specific character, are notable given that older work-
ers often exhibit greater job commitment, less turnover, and
lower rates of absenteeism than do younger workers.

Contexts, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 16-21. ISSN 1536-5042, electronic ISSN 1537-6052. © 2010 American Sociological Association.
All rights reserved. For permission to photocopy or reproduce, see http://www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintinfo.asp. DOI:
10.1525/ctx.2010.9.1.16.

Skilled and dedicated workers, older people may be one asset
employers overlook.
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No doubt some employers try to protect older workers
from discriminatory treatment in an effort to maintain a well-
trained, highly skilled labor force. Yet an emerging body of
research is finding that employers invoke age stereotypes and
discrimination to help justify cost-savings for the business. This
may be especially true for skilled workers, such as those in
manufacturing, given recent trends in globalization, downsiz-
ing, and corporate restructuring. Indeed, such economic trends
and employers’ responses to them have created a structurally
vulnerable, aging workforce or, as Arne Kalleberg described in
his 2009 Presidential Address to the American Sociological
Association, “precarious work” and “insecure workers.”

economics and vulnerability
There is solid evidence of growing insecurity among all

workers, but perhaps especially among aging workers, begin-
ning in the 1990s and continuing to the present. The United
States has witnessed mass layoffs, declining relative wages, the
growth of part-time and temporary work, and what Robert Val-
letta of the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco describes as
an “employer breach of implicit employment arrangements.”
Here, Valletta is referring to the “normative social contract”
described earlier—the expectation that good workplace citizen-
ship and tenure will be rewarded with security and job benefits.

In the face of corporate restructuring and downsizing,
replacing older with younger workers may be seen by some
employers as a cost-savings technique, insomuch as pension
payouts can be circumvented and wages decreased. Moreover,
health benefit payouts can be held in check, and promotions
and on-the-job training opportunities can be reserved for
younger workers who are often seen as cheaper and more
worth the long-term investment. The consequences, particu-

larly for higher skilled older workers, have included significant
job displacement over the past twenty years, involuntary exit
from the labor market, and downward mobility upon re-
employment.

Research on long-term employment by Princeton econo-
mist Henry Farber corroborates such findings, reporting dete-
rioration of jobs in the private sector from 1990 to 2006, with
tenure declining substantially for workers over 40 years of age.
What this means is that older workers are being “displaced”
or pushed out of long-term employment at an even higher rate
than younger workers. This occurs largely through plant clos-
ings and job elimination. Employers have some discretion in
deciding which plants to close and jobs to eliminate, which

can disadvantage older workers who may have higher earn-
ings and more expensive benefits packages.

Though this sort of vulnerability to economic pressure is
not the same as discrimination, there are important overlaps that
suggest they are, in fact, closely related. First, as I found in my
study of age discrimination suits, the very justifications employ-
ers use to discriminate against and push out aging workers are
often “age-neutral” in tone, incorporating rhetoric about “cost-
savings,” “downsizing,” and “restructuring.” This is true even
when no such formal restructuring occurs. Second, the pat-
tern of age discrimination suits nationally closely mirrors more
general worker displacement trends.

Age discrimination complaints to the Equal Employment
Opportunities Commission are increasing rapidly in proportion
to complaints on the basis of race, sex, disability, and religion.
Although formal complaints only capture a sliver of the dis-
criminatory acts occurring in the real world, the data point to

an absolute as well as a relative increase in
age discrimination. The raw number of
case filings, monetary awards for dam-
ages, and percentage of cases settled in
the employee’s favor also show that age
discrimination charges and their serious-
ness are on the rise, paralleling the broader

trends in worker displacement. The costs are multi-dimensional
and serious.

tangible costs, emotional scarring, and injustice
Much age discrimination in the American economy is

linked to being fired, let go, or laid off, often preceded by a
period of outright harassment or unequal terms and condi-
tions of employment (such as being asked to perform tasks
other employees are not asked to do). The consequences can
be numerous and wide-ranging.

There are immediate costs surrounding wage and bene-
fits losses and the need to find new employment. With Sherry
Mong, Reginald Byron, and Griff Tester, I studied both the age

An emerging body of research is finding that
employers invoke age stereotypes and discrimi-
nation to help justify cost-savings.

Displacement rates of long-tenured workers
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discrimination process and the resulting job security and finan-
cial hardships, based on 120 discrimination cases verified by
state Civil Rights investigators. Consider, for example, the case
of Jim Terry, a shift foreman who was terminated and replaced
by a younger employee just 23 days
prior to his 30-year anniversary with the
company. Jim was cross-trained in sev-
eral areas and could have easily per-
formed any of the duties in his
department. Yet he was terminated for minor “infractions”
when other foremen were not. Consequently, his pension ben-
efits were cut by about $300 per month, and his medical and
life insurance were immediately shut off. Sarah Ray, an African
American executive secretary for a government agency, was
pushed into involuntary retirement after 21 years with her
employer and, like Jim, received only a portion of her pension
as a result: “At 59 years of age I felt desperate because of the
financial situation in our home that I had to do something to
keep money coming. So, at that choice—at that time, I retired
even though that’s not what I wanted to do…”

The push to create and maintain a young workforce due
to stereotypes of aging workers and their assumed higher costs
means that companies may feel pressure to both purge older
workers from their ranks and hire younger rather than older
workers. This two-pronged pressure—in employer biases about
who to purge and who to hire—makes older workers vulner-
able in both the hiring and firing process. They are susceptible
to being pushed out or laid off, to be sure. But once they are
out, they will also expend disproportionate time and energy
seeking re-employment elsewhere.

According to recent data from the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics, about 65 percent of all displaced workers find gainful
employment within two years of the initial job loss. Workers 55
and older, however, encounter the greatest obstacles and worst
prospects for re-employment. For them, re-employment often
occurs in part-time or temporary work with lower wages and
job benefits. And, as time passes, many give up job searches

and take themselves out of the labor market altogether. As
Sarah Rix of the AARP wrote in Aging and Work: A View from
the United States, labor analysts and advocates for older work-
ers have long been concerned with the extent to which older
workers become discouraged.

Beyond the employment and wage toll, then, age discrim-
ination also brings psychological, social, and emotional costs—
costs that deserve attention. Aging research on employment
disruptions, such as that by Victor Marshall and colleagues,
shows how unplanned job losses bring adverse health effects
for both men and women. My own conversations with victims
also brought out such impacts, especially for social psycholog-
ical well-being and depression. It began with 56 year old Mar-
garet, an administrative assistant, who was terminated without
just cause several months earlier. She described herself as for-
ever “emotionally scarred.” Catching me somewhat off-guard
by that phrase, I asked what she meant, to which she replied,
“I am drained. Besides having to start over and find a new job,
I no longer know who to trust. I lost most of my friends. And

I have little faith left to believe anything an employer might
tell me.”

After our talk, I couldn’t help but revisit the other phone
conversations and email communications I had been having, rec-
ognizing similar emotional currents running well beyond con-
cerns about lost wages, benefits, and newly encountered
economic insecurity. Like Margaret, Joe, and Karen’s mother
quoted earlier, many of those encountering age discrimination
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An architect by trade, John Cuningham hopes to keep
working—and contributing—for as long as possible.

A two-pronged pressure makes older workers
vulnerable in both the hiring and firing process.
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were clearly injured by the unexpected nature of what unfolded
and what it meant for their friendships, sense of identity, and
overall sense of fairness. Of course, some sought justice through
the legal system. Many became even more cynical, however,
about what had occurred and about the overarching power

of employers. In an e-mail, Michael, an electrical engineer who
recently went through litigation, wrote:

“That experience has taught me that the legal sys-
tem is no deterrent to the workplace age discrimi-
nation that you have described in your paper.
Litigation takes 4-7 years, the laws regarding age
discrimination are weak, the state and federal agen-
cies set up to protect older workers are effected
[sic] by politics and the same cultural influences you
describe, the legal process ‘rules‘ regarding permis-
sible age discrimination ‘damages’ claims do not
provide adequate deterrence, and older workers
making under $75k (median household income is
~$55k) do not have access to the legal system (on a
‘contingency fee’ basis) because the possible returns
to an attorney are not worth the time (‘the business
of law’).”
Importantly, the people making these comments consid-

ered themselves good, hard-working people and long-term
dedicated employees. They
believed, at some earlier point,
what culture tells us about
employment and effort: namely,
that hard work, commitment,
and dedication are reciprocated.
And according to them, this is
precisely what their employers
claimed to have wanted in
employees. Many were termi-
nated, regardless. Others were
harassed by supervisors and co-
workers. And some were iso-
lated or relegated to
less-desirable, sometimes lower-
paid positions.

That victims of age discrim-
ination experience psychological
stress and emotional scarring
should not come as a surprise
given what we know about the

impact of race and sex discrimination on well-being and how
harassment and bullying affect social and emotional health. What
is unique about age discrimination, however, is the lack of atten-
tion to the psychological and emotional damage it may cause and
the long-term sense of injustice and emotional turmoil, if not

outrage, that victims experience when
the “normative social contract” that
bound them to employers is abridged.
To the extent that such a contract still
exists, it is being fundamentally altered if
not altogether dismantled via globaliza-
tion, restructuring, and corporate down-

sizing. This seems to be bolstered by employers’ willingness to
discriminate despite formal federal protections. Aging workers—
all of us, eventually—are a major casualty.

fighting ageism
Current trends—in downsizing, in the aging baby boomer

generation, and in rates of discrimination complaints—cer-
tainly suggest a growing problem. Yet, growing recognition of
the causes, costs, and legal status of age discrimination could
alter this trajectory.

Understanding and appreciating the attitudinal and behav-
ioral dimensions of ageism could well provide the knowledge
base needed to sensitize public and human resource audiences
to aging workers’ true capabilities and their legal right to equi-
table treatment. Social science can play an important role in this
regard by distilling the causes in digestable form and laying bare
the human toll of age discrimination. Employers, for their part,
need not only be held accountable for unfair treatment, but
must also become better informed about the business costs of

Social science can play an important role by
distilling the causes and laying bare the human
toll of age discrimination.

Employers of older workers benefit from the talent and experience of a stable workforce.
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engaging in unfair treatment of older employees. Although
employers may see the purging of older workers as a cost sav-
ing technique, in the process they are losing talent, experience,
and a stable and predictable workforce.

Workplace age discrimination is ultimately illegal, and per-
haps that is where the greatest challenge lies. The Age Discrim-
ination in Employment Act provides aging workers with federal
legal protection against much of the conduct described in this
article, yet age discrimination persists and is likely intensifying.
Lack of knowledge about legal protections and avenues for
recourse is partly to blame. More prominent, however, is limited
corporate accountability and disparities in resources and power
in the legal-judicial process. Such disparities make it difficult
for victims to mount challenges, allowing age discrimination
to go, for the most part, unchecked. Some recent and pro-
posed changes to discrimination law and practice include time
extensions to charge filing, greater resources and investigative
oversight powers for the EEOC and state civil rights commis-
sions, and the removal of damage caps for companies found
guilty of violations. Such reforms would help bring older work-
ers the protections already guaranteed in law—and bring to
light the discrimination that “nobody talks about.”
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goldenyears?povertyamongolderamericans
by deborah carr

In the wake of the Bernard Madoff invest-
ment scandal, the television news broad-
cast heart-wrenching images of
devastated older adults—many living in
the tony enclaves of West Palm Beach,
Florida—whose fortunes had evaporated
in Madoff’s Ponzi scheme. Although few
of the victimized retirees are indigent,
their declining fortunes did cast the spot-
light on a social issue that has been largely
neglected over the past several decades:
the economic well-being of older adults.

The economic standing—and
poverty levels, more specifically—of
Americans ages 65 and older has fallen
off the national radar, replaced by wide-
spread concerns over child poverty. A
quick look at historical data might lead
the casual observer to conclude that this
shift in focus is justified. Elderly poverty
rates declined sharply from 35 percent
in 1959 to 15 percent by the 1970s. The
proportion of older persons living in
poverty has wavered between 10 and
12.5 percent since the 1980s. Child
poverty rates, by contrast, climbed
through the 1960s and 1970s, surpassed
elderly poverty rates in 1974, and have
fluctuated between 17 and 20 percent
ever since.

But the decline and stabilization of
overall poverty rates among older adults
reveals an incomplete portrait of late-life
poverty. Poverty rates among older adults
range from just 3.1 percent among white
married men to an astounding 37.5 per-
cent for black women who live alone and
40.5 percent for Hispanic women living
alone. In other words, older women of
color who live alone are more than ten
times as likely as their white married male
counterparts to be poor. Moreover, recent
research by the National Academy of
Sciences suggests that overall poverty
rates among older adults may be severely
underestimated because the current
measure fails to consider the high (and

rising) costs of medical care, which dis-
proportionately strike older adults.

How can we make sense of the fact
that overall elderly poverty levels have
dropped precipitously over the past four
decades, while some subgroups of older
adults remain at great risk of impover-
ishment? The overall declines in elderly
poverty rates are due to Social Security
benefits, which remain the nation’s largest
social welfare program. The Social Secu-
rity Act was signed by President Franklin

D. Roosevelt in 1935 as part of the New
Deal. The intention was to provide “social
insurance,” or income protection, for
older adults. During the program’s first
three decades, though, its benefits barely
provided a minimum standard of living
because monthly payments were not
adjusted annually to offset inflation.

The first-ever beneficiary of Social
Security, retired legal secretary Ida May
Fuller, received a benefit of $22.54 in
January 1940, and her monthly checks

Women over age 65 living in poverty

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2009
Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States, 2008
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remained at that amount for more than
a decade. In 1950, benefits were raised
for the first time. In 1972, Congress
enacted a law that allowed for annual
and automatic Cost of Living Adjust-
ments (COLAs). The current average
monthly payment is $1,094. Economists
estimate that without Social Security, the
2008 elderly poverty rate would be 40—
rather than 9.4—percent.

Given these advances, why do poverty
levels remain higher among women,
especially unmarried women and per-
sons of color? Experts point to three
main explanations. First, most women
have had lower paying jobs, more spo-
radic employment, and more part-time
work over the life course than their male
counterparts. Because of stark gender
differences in life-time earnings (on
which Social Security benefits are based),
women’s own benefits are lower than
those of their male peers. (Housework
and childcare are unpaid activities and
thus are not directly calculated into ben-
efits levels.) Given the “double jeopardy”
of being a woman and an ethnic minority
in the labor market, benefits are typically

lower for blacks and Latinos than for
whites, thus the particularly disadvan-
taged state of older women of color.

Second, women (and especially
women of color) are less likely than men
to receive private pensions. This is due to
women’s more discontinuous work his-
tories and their tendency to work part-
time or in occupations providing few
benefits. This pattern contributes to late
life poverty because private pension ben-
efits are an important supplement to
monthly Social Security benefits. While
roughly one-third of older men receive a
private pension, only 18 percent of
women do so. Among those who receive
a pension, men’s pensions are nearly
twice the size of women’s. In 2000, the
median private pension or annuity
income for older women was $4,100
compared to men’s $7,800.

Finally, women who have lost a hus-
band to death forsake his employment
income if he is working at the time of
death or his pension income if he is retired
at the time of death. Widows also must
pay high end-of-life medical expenses and
funeral bills that can overwhelm their
already low income and savings. Further,

married couples tend to underestimate
the number of years that a widow will
outlive her husband, so they may not plan
their savings and investments accordingly.
As a result, older widowed women, espe-
cially those who faced economic disad-
vantages earlier in life, are at an elevated
risk of late-life poverty relative to their
married male counterparts.

Despite tremendous improvements
in overall economic well-being among
older adults during the past half-century,
the future looks bleak—at least for some
elders. Some experts argue that the cur-
rent government indicator of poverty
does not adequately capture the eco-
nomic realities of late life. The National
Academy of Sciences has proposed a
new calculation that takes into account
rising health care costs. Under this new
formula, the proportion of older adults
living in poverty would double from just
over 9 percent to 18.6 percent. (By con-
trast, the overall U.S. poverty rate would
increase only slightly from 12.5 to 15.3
percent).

To compound matters, for the first
time since 1975, Social Security recipi-
ents won’t get an automatic cost of liv-
ing increase in their benefits in 2010.
Increases are tied to inflation, and infla-
tion was negative in 2009. To offset the
flat payments, President Barack Obama
vowed to send all seniors a one-time
$250 payment. However, this payment
may be little consolation to those older
adults with declining assets and invest-
ment income due to the collapse of the
housing bubble, failed investments, and
falling stock prices. Fortunate older
adults may find their retirement years to
be “golden,” while others may need to
continue working far past age 65 just to
maintain a minimum standard of living.

Deborah Carr is the trends editor of Contexts and is

in the department of sociology at Rutgers University.
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All rights reserved. For permission to photocopy or reproduce, see http://www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintinfo.asp. DOI:
10.1525/ctx.2010.9.1.62.

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2009
Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States, 2008

Total Married menMen living alone

5%

27%

12%12%11%

3%

35%

18%18%

12%

17%

9%

Men over age 65 living in poverty
White men Hispanic menAsian menBlack men



e

14 contexts.org

Eric Utne, educator, social entrepreneur
and founder of the Utne Reader—which
recently celebrated its 25th anniversary
as the premiere digest of the alternative
press—tells Contexts how he’s using his
professional and personal experiences to
build intergenerational community. Since
leaving the Reader in 1999, Utne has
sought personal growth through new
experiences and has found that perhaps
what we’re all really missing is each other.

Contexts: What were your initial goals
with the Reader?

Eric Utne: When I was starting the mag-
azine, I thought it was going to be a lit-
tle newsletter that I could do at my
kitchen table. It was going to be a
monthly. I had tested the idea with a
direct mail package describing a kind of
Reader’s Digest for the next generation,
and I had written over 2,000 magazines
asking them for a free subscription, basi-
cally in exchange for the possibility of
me excerpting or reviewing articles that
they had published. All but a half dozen
or so gave them to me, so suddenly I
had 2,000 magazines coming to my
door. After four issues of a 12 or 16 page
newsletter, people were taking us up on
our free subscription offer, but when it
came time to pay, they weren’t paying.
So I suspended publishing, and the
choice was either to quit altogether or
to redesign it. So I took the summer...

and gave them a 128 page bound mag-
azine, which is its current format. And
we haven’t suspended that ever since.
We just celebrated its 25th anniversary.

The favorite compliment I’ve heard
about the magazine over the years is…
“It’s so tuned into what’s going on in my
life that I look forward to the magazine
to find out what’s going on in my life.”
So, how did we sort of anticipate the
zeitgeist or these sorts of cultural cur-
rents? The way we did it was not by our
broad reading, that was a part of it, but
where the liveliest stuff came from... was
when we asked ourselves, what are we
interested in? What are we thinking and
obsessing about that we haven’t read
somewhere but is sort of percolating at
the ends of our awareness, kind of right
there when we wake up in the morning

and are brushing our teeth? Then we’d
start looking to see: is there anyone writ-
ing about this?

C: You wrote in the Utne Reader that
you had left the magazine in order to
follow your own advice about achieving
personal growth through new experi-
ences. Tell us a little bit about that.

EU: Well, I had published and edited the
magazine for 15 years or so. I’d been
publishing articles about meditation and
other kind of personal growth stuff, as
well as various forms of activism, and yet
I was basically just at the magazine. I
think I may have put it, “I needed to find
and feel and follow my heart.” … I did-
n’t know what that meant, but I knew I
needed to do it. That led to studying a

Tibetan form of heart meditation, and
that led to studying something called
heart math and that led to reading writ-
ings by Rudolf Steiner who talks a lot

about what he calls heart thinking, and
that led to teaching at my kids’ Waldorf
school. I thought I was going to find out
more about Steiner’s ideas, but you
know, I was up until 2:00 in the morning
once or twice a week desperately trying
to stay a half step ahead of the students
and I didn’t have time to philosophize
with other teachers! But, that was my
burnout, and I’m very grateful to have
been able to do those sorts of investiga-
tions and see where they’ve led me.

C: This issue of Contexts is focused on
issues related to aging. What are you
seeing as some of the real challenges for
our society when it comes to aging?

EU: I think there is this desire to serve
and to make a difference, but I would-

moving out of the (generational) ghetto
e xchange

My big interest for many, many years has been
community. How do we really connect with other
human beings?
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n’t characterize it necessarily as only in
boomers. I think there are a lot of
boomers who are not looking to retire-
ment as a time to go play golf and hang
out with their grandkids. They want to
make a difference, but they want to do
it in a way that’s really engaged and
that uses them well, so that it’s not just
stuffing envelopes, it’s bringing in some
of the skills and experience that they’ve
developed professionally into their vol-
unteer work, and they’d like some sort
of a quid pro quo. They want to have
some acknowledgment for that other
than just a thanks. I think that’s going
to be challenging in a very tight job
market.

My big interest for many, many
years has been community. How do we
really connect with other human beings?
My son and his wife and baby are living
in a co-housing project on Bainbridge
Island outside of Seattle that is the old-
est co-housing project in North Amer-
ica, and it’s much more like the way
humans have lived for most of the time
we’ve been on the planet. I met Mar-
garet Mead years ago, and she said to
me, “99.9% of the time that humans
have lived on the planet we’ve lived in
tribes, groups of 12-36 people. It’s only
during times of war or what we have
now [that we haven’t].” She called mod-
ern life the psychological equivalent of
war, that the nuclear family prevails
because it’s the most mobile unit that
can ensure the survival of the species.
She said… the full flowering of the
human spirit, that happens in groups,
that happens in tribes, that happens in
community.

More recently I’ve been bringing
groups of elders, people 50 and over,
together with youngers, who are 16-28,
to have conversations. The idea was that
they would do some project, either social
or environmental, for the greater good.

But what we’re finding is that people are
so busy that the space they create
together, this sort of an oasis of non-
busyness, of just human connection, is
precious to them. So, we set up 20 of
these groups in the Twin Cities and then
have been running an ad in the Utne

Reader with the headline, “Millenials and
Boomers Unite.“ I think that the gener-
ations have a lot to give to each other,
it’s not just about the so-called elders
downloading their infinite wisdom, it’s
learning how to participate on the web
or sharing experiences from a whole dif-
ferent point of view.

C: So why the boomers and the millen-
nials? Is there any particular reason why
you focus on those two groups?

EU: It seems like there’s an archetypal
potential relationship between them. But
any sort of inter-generational conversa-
tion is interesting—and I think impor-
tant—these days, because so often we
spend most of our time with people our
own age. Basically, we go around in
ghettos of like-minded people, people
with similar education and income. And
we increasingly... all this networking, we
call it “community.” But, we haven’t
learned how to deal with the other. I
think these community conversations are
just one step toward that. Often our
neighbors are very similar to us in terms
of education and income and so on, but
at least they can reach across the gener-
ations. [Now it seems] we put our old
people in nursing homes, our young in
daycare centers, our law breakers behind
bars, and our people who are thought
to be mentally ill or handicapped are oth-

erwise excluded. That’s only in the last
few generations. For most of human his-
tory we’ve had to deal with people who
are different from us—the town hunch-
back, you know. We’re not so good at
dealing with the other anymore; we
don’t have that many opportunities.

Most of us have no idea that we’re
even missing because we haven’t had
an experience of what it’s like to live in
community. And that’s living with all the
generations where elders have a role. In
every other culture, elders help youngers
identify their gifts and their role in the
community, and that’s just not happen-
ing here. So many boomers, I use the
word “elder,” and they cringe. They
don’t like thinking of themselves as
growing older, whereas in every other
culture it’s something that’s honored and
even revered. And that’s because the eld-
ers haven’t abdicated their role of help-
ing the young people identify what their
gifts are and their learning tasks and
their role in the community. That’s what
initiation is and it doesn’t happen in this
culture anymore. The young people self-
initiate with adrenaline sports and alco-
hol and drugs and military service or
whatever. But it’s not conscious and it’s
not institutionalized. And of course
there’s lots of things about traditional
cultures that are constricting. So how do
we learn from cultures that know about
community without taking on all the bad
stuff? I hope you sociologists will figure
that one out!

Most of us haven’t experienced what it’s like to
live in a true community.

List to the full interview
with Eric Utne at

contexts/org/podcast.
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aging, gran torino-style
by stacy torres
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Gran Torino (Warner Bros., 2009)

From the trailer you might get the idea
the Clint Eastwood film Gran Torino is
about a 78-year-old Eastwood growling,
“Get off my lawn,” while pointing a
shotgun at Asian gangbangers. But the
film is more than a story of erupting
racial tensions and gang violence in a
distressed Detroit suburb—its profound
insights into aging in America rescue it
from devolving into a hackneyed plea to
overcome our differences.

The film takes up issues anyone
over 65 or with an aging family mem-
ber soon confronts, including widow-
hood, isolation, failing health, and the
meaning of work and retirement. By
grappling with these problems, often
with dry humor, Gran Torino offers a
complex portrait of old age that defies
stereotypes of the old as either doting
grandparents enjoying a worry-free
retirement or as physically helpless vic-
tims. The film also serves as a timely
reminder of the demographic changes
we face with the graying of the baby-
boom generation, whose first members
will turn 65 two years from now.

In Gran Torino, Eastwood plays Walt
Kowalski, a retired Ford autoworker and
Korean War veteran who recently lost his

wife. From the opening scene, his strained
relationship with his family is clear. Walt
growls through his wife’s funeral service
as his disrespectful grandchildren snicker,
and his bored, midriff-baring grand-
daughter alternately text messages and
sulks. His adult sons wonder, “What are
we going to do with him?”

To describe Walt as brusque would
be an understatement. Throughout the
film, Eastwood’s character peels off racial
epithets like “gook,” “chink,” “spook,”
“dago,” and “mick.” He’s a man of
another generation, and his raw lan-
guage makes you flinch. On the surface,
Walt’s gruffness seems to explain the
alienation between him and his sons,
that he leaves them no choice but to
abandon him. But in true Hollywood
fashion, Walt grows more sympathetic
and his ability to befriend the unlikeliest
candidates, the Hmong brother and sis-
ter who live next door, suggests that his
family bears some responsibility for their
non-existent relations.

Everyone wants to lay their hands
on Walt’s prized, mint 1972 Gran
Torino—a classic muscle car and a sym-
bol of youth and virility. His grand-
daughter asks early in the film what he’ll

do with it when he dies, and the major
action begins when his teenage next-
door neighbor, Thao, attempts to steal
it. This is Thao’s initiation into his bully-
ing cousin’s gang, but he bungles the
effort, which ends when Walt confronts
him with an M-1 rifle and accidentally
squeezes off a shot, missing him.

His family doesn’t know about this
confrontation, and Walt’s son and

daughter-in-law reappear on his birthday
with assorted “gifts”: a metal device for
grabbing things off high shelves, a tele-
phone with jumbo-sized numbers, and
a stack of retirement home pamphlets.

On that topic, Walt’s son gives him
the hard-sell: “They’re beautiful, like top-
notch resorts. It’s like staying in a hotel
practically.” His daughter-in-law proffers,
“They have wonderful stores ... You can
buy new shoes ...” Aside from the
absurd incongruity of anyone address-
ing Dirty Harry in this way, Walt is the
last person who belongs in an assisted-
living facility. His days are filled with
physical labor, whether it’s mowing the
lawn or fixing his neighbors’ car, sink, or
washing machine. His self-sufficiency
begs the question: Whose life becomes
easier with Walt in a retirement home?
One look at his biceps and lean body,
and his ability to hold his own against
roving gangs, suggests that having him
out of sight, out of mind, so to speak,
would benefit his family more than him.
If they don’t want to look after him, they
can assuage their guilt by arranging for
someone else to do so.

Later, when Thao’s sister Sue finds
Walt on his porch, she asks what he’s

had to eat. “Oh, I had a piece of cake,
a little beef jerky,” Walt replies, remind-
ing us of widowhood’s effect on men,
who after decades of marriage no longer
have wives to look after them. Finally,
she lures her reluctant neighbor to her
family’s barbecue with the promise of
beer, and in one of the film’s funniest
scenes, Walt basks in the female atten-
tion he receives from the Hmong

Not only is Walt one of the few white people who
remain in the neighborhood, his wife’s passing
has left him bereft of close family ties.
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women, who pile his plate high with
food. “God, I’ve got more in common
with these gooks than with my own
spoiled, rotten family,” he later reflects.

At its core, Gran Torino is about the
unlikely bond between two outsiders.
Thao and Walt find themselves on the
fringes of both their families and society.
Thao doesn’t have a father and isn’t
respected within his own family. His
grandmother claims he’s not capable of
assuming the role of “man of the
house,” because he likes “women’s
work” like gardening. Thao also faces
the threat of being dragged into a life of
violence and brutality from his cousin’s
gang when he resists the pressure to join.

Walt is also alone. Not only is he
part of a dwindling minority of white
people who remain in the neighborhood
after most have moved or died, but his
wife’s passing has left him bereft of close
family ties. And as an older man, he’s a
loner in demographic terms—women
live longer than men, and elderly women
outnumber men by 3 to 2. While these
numbers may seem advantageous for
older guys looking for female compan-
ionship, interpreting the ratio this way
obscures the problems these surviving
men face—such as a disproportionate
risk of suicide.

On the decimated streets, mascu-
line struggle for control of these con-
tested spaces pulses through nearly every
scene. Young men (Asian, Latino,
African-American) dominate through
brute force, flashing ever-bigger guns to
get their rivals to back down. Walt could
skulk away if he liked, yet he thrusts him-
self into these confrontations, first
defending Sue against harassing men
and later sticking up for Thao when he’s
bullied by his cousin’s gang.

But while Walt is privileged by race,
he’s disadvantaged by age, and his adver-
saries seize on this. Staring down a loaded
rifle, a Hmong gang member tells Walt,
“Listen, old man, you don’t want to fuck
with me ... Are you crazy?” And in a con-
frontation with a group of young black

men, one tries to intimidate him: “What
the fuck you lookin’ at, old man?” Walt
responds, “Ever notice how you come
across somebody once in a while that you
shouldn’t have fucked with? That’s me.”
The trio exchanges uncertain looks and
call him ”crazy” again before he whips
out a pistol, and they know not to mess
with this old guy. Walt’s disregard for his
safety is in part heroic—he wants to pro-
tect the innocent—but viewed through

the lens of grief, it could also be a reac-
tion to losing his wife. At this point in his
life, with his deteriorating health, he has
nothing to lose.

Walt and Thao help each other.
When Thao’s mother forces him to apol-
ogize to Walt for trying to steal his car
and to work for him as penance, Walt
oversees this project reluctantly and puts
Thao to work doing odd jobs for other
Hmong families on their street whose
houses have fallen into disrepair. He
enthusiastically teaches Thao how to use
the numerous tools in his garage. And,

Walt helps Thao navigate the blue-
collar American workplace so he can use
his newly learned skills in a real job at a
construction site. To prepare Thao, he
brings him to the barber shop to show
him “how guys talk,” and Walt and his
buddy tutor their protégé on the finer
points of macho culture. During the
actual interview, Thao uses their tips to
land his first job.

Meanwhile, Thao helps Walt find

purpose. He presents Walt with the
opportunity to teach him how to work
with his hands and to pass on a lifetime
of masculine knowledge. Others view
Walt as useless or irrelevant. His own
sons have jobs in sales and don’t value
learning to fix things. Instead of appre-
ciating him as a wellspring of knowledge,
they see him as either a problem or as
someone to get stuff from, whether it’s
his car or his dead wife’s jewelry.

And Thao looks out for Walt. When
Walt needs help moving a heavy freezer
from his basement, Thao insists on tak-

Contexts, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 66-68. ISSN 1536-5042, electronic ISSN 1537-6052. © 2010 American Sociological Association.
All rights reserved. For permission to photocopy or reproduce, see http://www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintinfo.asp. DOI:
10.1525/ctx.2010.9.1.66.

Thao presents Walt with the opportunity to pass
on a lifetime of masculine knowledge. Others
view Walt as useless or irrelevant.
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ing the heavier end, not to show off his
strength but out of concern. That he
genuinely cares for Walt comes across in
their joking banter—a sharp contrast
with the old man’s family.

That Walt and Thao manage to forge a
genuine friendship based on respect
rather than familial obligation speaks to
the possibilities of old age rather than
the problems associated with growing
old that policymakers and even scholars
of aging tend to focus on. This doesn’t
mean Gran Torino lapses into a rosy pic-

ture of “successful aging” that exhorts
skydiving 90-year-old grandpas and
marathon-running grandmas. The real-
ity of aging is more complex than the
stereotypes that predominate, and Gran
Torino illustrates the complexities inher-
ent in this stage of life.

Perhaps its nuanced handling of this
narrative thread about growing old drew
the moviegoers who made Gran Torino
Eastwood’s highest-grossing movie ever.
Like Pixar’s hugely successful summer
film Up, which also traces the unex-
pected development of an intergenera-

tional friendship, Gran Torino doesn’t
shy away from themes of loss that res-
onate so deeply. But showing a fully
developed, three-dimensional character
confront the often bleak losses in later
life also allows for optimism, evident in
Thao’s attitude toward aging. After hear-
ing how Walt installed the steering col-
umn in the Gran Torino, he says “You
really are old ... that’s so cool.”

Stacy Torres is in the sociology department at New

York University. She studies aging.
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Not so very long ago, retirement was regarded as the capstone
to a successfully built career. It was the endpoint in a rigid, pre-
scripted life (and work) course—a linear progression from edu-
cation to employment to the “golden years” of retirement.

This lockstep model, though, really only reflected the expe-
riences of some white, middle-class, and unionized blue-collar
men in the 1960s and 70s. Even so, 20th century public poli-
cies such as Unemployment Insurance, the Fair Labor Standards
Act, Medicare, and Social Security were all based on a stan-
dardized model of full-time, continuous employment followed
by continuous retirement. And they, too, served to institu-
tionalize the taken-for-granted, lockstep model of retirement.

By the 1980s, most American men and a growing num-
ber of women aspired to the mystique of a rewarding career
followed by a fulfilling retirement—the “good life” in return
for hard work, long hours, and continuous employment. Retire-
ment, a time of uninterrupted leisure, was seen as a well-
deserved “prize” for playing by the rules. In fact, better health,
larger pensions, and the allure of the golden years led to ear-
lier and earlier retirements, with many leaving the workforce
at or before age 62. Language and aged-based cultural expec-
tations divided the adult population into “workers,” “home
makers,” and “retirees.”

The early 21st century presents a very different picture. The
vast cohort of older boomers, and those just preceding them
(the war cohort), are confronting shifting policies and chal-
lenges to job and economic security, even as they enjoy
unprecedented levels of health, longevity, and education. For
the first time in history, large numbers of women hold jobs
from which they expect to retire. And, for younger workers,

the notion of a “career” has been supplanted by a series of
jobs, sometimes arranged into a “career path,” but often expe-
rienced as discrete—and disparate—periods of employment.

Further, people around the conventional retirement age
are no longer considered “old.” As the transition to adulthood
is postponed and longevity increases, Americans in their 50s,
60s, and even 70s find themselves in the middle, rather than
at the end, of the contemporary adult life course.

Today, then, retirement is no longer an “event,” but a
project. No longer a one-way, one-time, age-graded event,
retirement may come unexpectedly as part of a forced buyout
or layoff (followed by job searches thwarted by age discrimi-

nation). It may become impossible at any
age because of a worker’s economic sit-
uation. Or, it may be eagerly undertaken
as a chance to take up a second or third

career, casual employment, or unpaid but rewarding civic
engagement.

Whatever it looks like, though, Americans have not estab-
lished a language or system to address the older workforce
and growing retired force of the 21st century. The customs,
rules, and laws dividing retirement from work all require reex-
amination as growing numbers of retirees expect to work (part-
time, part-year, or as a volunteer) in retirement. As old norms
break down, so, too, must our rigid expectations and definitions
of contemporary retirement.
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one th ing i KNOW

If married women’s movement into the workforce was the labor

market story of the 20th century, the aging workforce and growing

retired force will be the story of the early 21st. But everything we

think we know about retirement is wrong. Indeed, one thing I

know is that retirement as we know it is unraveling.

Retirement today isn’t an “event,” but a project.


