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Successful Aging of Societies

John W. Rowe 

JOHN W. ROWE, a Fellow of the
American Academy since 2005, is
Professor at the Columbia Univer-
sity Mailman School of Public
Health and Chair of the MacArthur
Foundation Re search Network on
an Aging Society. He is the author
of Successful Aging (with Robert L.
Kahn, 1998) and was the Chair of
the Institute of Medicine of the Na -
 tional Academies project the Future
Health Care Workforce for Older
Amer icans, which authored the re -
port Re tooling for an Aging America:
Building the Health Care Workforce
(2008).

Policy-makers and pundits are increasingly preoc-
cupied with the negative economic effects of popu-
lation aging on public health and pension entitle-
ments, including Medicare and Social Security. The
enormous unfunded future obligations of these
programs, especially Medicare, tend to crowd out
all other considerations. While these entitlement
programs surely require modi½cations to ensure
their sustainability and fairness, the current debate
neglects other critically important issues related to
the aging of America: future intergenerational re -
lations and tensions; socioeconomic disparities and
inequalities; changes in the structure and function
of the family and its capacity to serve the traditional
safety-net role; the impact of technology; and the
critical importance of adaptation of core societal
institutions, including education, work and retire-
ment, housing, transportation, and even the design
of the built environment (the supporting residential,
recreational, commercial, and transportation infra -
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Abstract: As America ages, policy-makers’ preoccupations with the future costs of Medicare and Social
Security grow. But neglected by this focus are critically important and broader societal issues such as inter -
generational relations within society and the family, rising inequality and lack of opportunity, productivity
in late life (work or volunteering), and human capital development (lifelong education and skills training).
Equally important, there is almost no acknowledgment of the substantial bene½ts and potential of an
aging society. The MacArthur Foundation Research Network on an Aging Society offers policy options
to address these issues and enhance the transition to a cohesive, productive, secure, and equitable aging
society. Such a society will not only function effectively at the societal level but will provide a context that
facilitates the capacity of individuals to age successfully. This volume comprises a set of papers, many of
which are authored by members of the MacArthur Network, focusing on various aspects of the opportu-
nities and challenges facing the United States while it passes through its current demographic transfor-
mation. This essay provides a general overview of the strategy the Network has used to address the vari-
ous components of this broad subject.



structure). Equally important, there is al -
most no acknowledgment of the substan-
tial positive contributions and potential
productivity of an aging society. 

Our goal is to develop and help imple-
ment policies that assure our transition to
a cohesive, productive, secure, and equi-
table aging society. Failure to reach this
goal will leave us with a society rife with
intergenerational tensions–characterized
by enormous gaps between the haves and
the (increasingly less-educated) have-nots
in quality of life and opportunity–and
unable to provide needed goods and ser -
vices for any of its members, especially a
progressively older and more dependent
population.

Gloomy though this scenario is, it is
avoidable. We have time to put in place
policies that will help strengthen the fu -
ture workforce, increase productive en -
gagement of older individuals, and enhance
the capacity of families to support elders.
Many such policies may, at the same time,
lessen the burden on Social Security.

How did we get here? Given the advance
warning decades ago that an age wave was
coming, why has U.S. society been unable
to prepare? Part of the failure to act lies
with a set of archaic beliefs regarding the
true nature of societal aging. Stakehold-
ers failed to realistically assess challenges
and envision opportunities and squan-
dered the time available to formulate ap -
propriate public policy. The denial con-
tinues: a recent Pew Research Center sur-
vey of global attitudes on aging shows that
less than 26 percent of Americans feel that
an aging society is a “major issue”! Only
Indonesia and Egypt ranked lower on the
survey.1 Contributing to this denial are
two pervasive and disabling myths about
aging in the United States: the ½rst myth
concerns the impact of the baby boom;
the second assumes that an aging society
is only concerned with the elderly. 

The influence of the baby boom on U.S.
population aging is not temporary. Con-
trary to what the popular myth suggests,
the passing of the baby boomers through
the age structure will not terminate pop-
ulation aging or return us to the age struc-
ture of earlier periods of U.S. history. Rath -
er, the demographic changes that have
taken place over the last century are per-
manent. The age structure of all current
and future populations either have already
been transformed or are about to perma-
nently shift, aggravated in part by the un -
usually large post–World War II birth
cohort, but driven primarily by the com-
bined effect of unprecedented increases in
life expectancy and decreases in birth rates. 

The second widely accepted myth is that
an aging society is de½ned by and is solely
concerned with its el ders. This belief tends
to pit generations against each other, over -
looking the critical fact that the proper
unit of analysis for policy-makers is not
one speci½c age cohort but rather society
as a whole. Policy-makers must consider
the intergenerational effects of their poli-
cies and design solutions that bene½t all
of society, not just any one interest group. 

Whereas countries in Western Europe
aged ahead of the United States–reflecting
their post–World War II baby bust and
sustained reductions in total fertility be -
low the replacement rate–the U.S. baby
boom and higher fertility rate have com-
bined to delay by a few decades the emer-
gence of an aging society (de½ned here as
one with more individuals over age sixty-
½ve than are under age ½fteen). For in -
stance, the United States will not meet Ger -
many’s current population age distribu-
tion until 2030. And Germany’s age struc -
ture has not caused ruin for its society or
its economy. Thus, one would think that
the experiences of the Western European
countries, which are like the United States
in many ways, would provide a clear road
map for the policies the United States
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needs to adopt for a successful transition
to a productive and equitable aging society.
But although the United States certainly
has much to learn from looking at the
experiences of older societies in Europe
and even of Japan, differences across so -
cieties, cultures, and policy strategies may
limit the utility of these comparisons,
thus requiring the development of a
uniquely American resolution to the is -
sues presented by an aging society. In
short, international comparisons can be
valuable, but we must be cautious in gen-
eralizing experiences from other cultures.

The MacArthur Network has developed
a set of closely related components that
form the core of a theory of adaptation in
an aging society. Although there is substan-
tial overlap between these components,
identifying each has value. To begin, a plan
of action must ½rst:

1) Analyze society and its institutions. The
unit of analysis should be the society and
the adaptation of its core institutions (such
as family, work and retirement, educa-
tion, media, religion, and civic affairs) and
should encompass a multigenerational and
intergenerational perspective, rather than
focus solely on individuals of any one age
group (elders or youth).

2) Take a long-term view and consider struc-
tural lag. The primary focus should be on
adjusting and adapting core institutions–
including education, work and retirement,
health care, the design and function of
hous ing and cities, and transportation–
over the long term. It is important to keep
in mind gerontologist Matilda Riley’s con-
cept of structural lag: the recognition that
most societal institutions are resis tant to
change and lag behind the shifting popu-
lation of their members.2

3) Adopt a life-course perspective. U.S. so -
ciety needs to adopt a life-course perspec -
tive that urges redistribution of life’s ac -
tivities (such as education, work, retire -

ment, childrearing, and leisure) across the
individual life span. Stakeholders need to
detail the impact of socioeconomic, racial/
ethnic, and gender differences on life-
course trajectories and specify how they
influence the effectiveness of various life -
style related interventions. 

4) Consider bene½ts and risks. Analysis of
policy changes should consider both the
possible bene½ts and risks to an aging so -
ciety and should develop a unifying strat-
egy that optimizes the balance be tween
the two. As societies attempt to deal with
the many challenges derived from demo-
graphic transition, too little attention is
paid to its potential upside: the lon gevity
dividend. This includes the previously un -
imaginable capability of older in dividuals
to participate productively in society either
through the workforce or through civic
en gagement. Older people have much to
offer, including accrued knowl edge, stabil-
ity, unique creative ca pacities for synthetic
problem solving, and increased ability to
manage conflicts and consider the perspec -
tives of other age groups. As a society, the
United States should harness the life-stage-
appropriate capabilities and goals of peo-
ple of all ages, including older adults, to en -
hance societal bene½ts and reduce social
strati½cation.

5) Focus on human capital. Policy-makers
should focus on strategies that take ad -
vantage of all available talent in the popula-
tion, employ social norms based on ability
rather than chronological age, and transi-
tion from an emphasis on investment early
in life to recognition that investments
across the full life span can pay dividends.
These payoffs will be individual, intergen -
er ational, and societal (with both cross -
over and spillover effects); and because
they can be positive or negative, the out-
comes must be monitored.

The MacArthur Network has developed
three strategies for policy analysis. First,
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it is critical to develop a toolbox of more
sensitive and predictive economic and so -
cial indicators–including lifestyle dimen -
sions–that permit accurate assessment of
the current conditions and likely future
trajectory of the population and society
along the principal policy dimensions of
interest. We need an alternative to the
archaic old-age dependency ratio, which
simply equates old age with dependency.
Metrics that express the full array of
bene½ts-to-costs relationships of a long-
lived society, as well as alternatives for life-
course trajectories, are also essential. This
toolbox can be used to model possible out -
comes of societal investment in factors that
alter the impact of an aging population.

Second, in order to encourage the iden-
ti½cation of effective solutions, researchers
and policy-makers must present and ana-
lyze multiple policy options, rather than
advocate single proposals, and should tar -
get multiple factors (such as the ½nancial,
social, life-course evolution, behavioral,
and physical). Further, policy-makers
should consider and employ both private
and public involvement and federal and
local approaches.

Finally, policy analysis must assess pol-
icy impacts. The MacArthur Network sug -
gests adopting a strategy similar to that
used to assess the environmental impact
of a planned development. Speci½cally,
Net work members propose that all poli-
cies be evaluated for the effects they have
within each generation, as well as on the
interactions between generations (known
as assessing intergenerational effects), in
order to be most effective.

In addition, the MacArthur Network has
identi½ed six high-priority domains for
policy analysis. They include:

1) Intergenerational relations. This gen eral
area requires understanding at both the
societal and individual family-unit lev els.
For society, the core question relates to
cohesion. What is the potential for the

widening gap between the haves and have-
nots and for the increased competition
over scarce resources being channeled into
entitlements to tear at the fabric of our
society and create a “war” between the
gen erations? 

The MacArthur Network prefers to use
the term cohesion to describe the issues re -
lated to intergenerational relations (or
tensions) because it focuses on age inte-
gration rather than age segregation and
addresses intergenerational transfers, at -
titudes, multigenerational strategies, and
changes in family structure. Cohesion can
be viewed as the debate regarding the tra-
ditional social compact–which we prefer
over the more commonly used legalistic
“contract”–between the generations. 

Substantial empirical evidence shows
strong support by middle-aged and youn -
ger Americans for older Americans and
highlights social cohesion’s bene½ts; but,
as many observers have noted, the future
increase of entitlement costs may place
substantial stress on this balance.3 De -
pending on future economic and educa-
tional gaps, will future young-adult and
middle-aged Hispanics, for example, re -
flect the same support for elderly white
Americans? Further, what impact will fu -
ture immigration policies, whose intent
may be to eliminate the shortfall of skilled
U.S. workers, have on these tensions? 

2) Family (evolution, supports, changing
roles). Families make up the front line of
our adaptation to an aging society. For the
family, the core question of the aging soci-
ety relates to the uncertainty regarding its
capacity to play its traditional role as safe ty
net and exhibit adaptive capacities to re -
spond to a variety of ½nancial, social, and
health-related needs. Factors threatening
the family’s role include the emergence
of an array of family forms with different
capacities for support (such as a childless
family unit), increased longevity, geo-
graphic dispersion, economic challenges,
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and likely future reductions in entitle-
ments.

Moreover, these changes are ampli½ed
by the growing diversity that results from
increased strati½cation. The strength and
salience of intergenerational ties become
more prominent features in an aging so -
ciety, and the traditional life course is
being altered in part because of increased
longevity. The transition to adulthood
comes ½ve or more years later than it used
to, placing parents of young adults in the
challenging position of helping support
their parents or even their grandparents
while launching their own children toward
independence.4 Families with resources
can manage this balancing act relatively
well, but a growing number of families
will be overly burdened trying to contend
with these competing demands without
proven ways of managing the more com-
plex, intergenerational family systems.
Issues such as intrafamilial supports, hous -
ing, ½nancial transfers, caregiving, and
new familial roles will also inform critical
policy decisions surrounding the chang-
ing face of U.S. families.

3) Productivity (work and retirement, func-
tional status and disability, technology, roles of
older individuals in society). The future roles
of older individuals in society will have a
dramatic impact on the likelihood that
the United States will be productive, co -
hesive, and equitable. This set of issues can
be conveniently divided between work and
retirement mat ters and civic engagement
matters, al though they are closely inter-
related. The likelihood of a retiree volun-
teering is very much influenced by wheth -
er that person volunteered while still in
the workforce.5 Thus, approaches to en -
couraging people to volunteer while still
in the workforce–via modi½cations in
time and place of work, provision of op -
portunities for en gaging in what individ -
uals consider meaningful activities, and
development of paid volunteerism strat -

egies–may have a substantial positive
effect on post-retirement engagement.
Such engagement is bene½cial not only
for retirees but also for the general popu-
lation.

Technology bridges the worksite to areas
of civic engagement and, depending on
the type of technology and its ½t with the
abilities and needs of older individuals, can
wind up either facilitating or inhibiting
their participation. Substantial opportu-
nity exists for policy changes and techno-
logical and other worksite modi½cations
and educational interventions that will not
only make retention of older workers more
attractive to employers, but will also take
advantage of the many strengths older
workers offer. It is important for policy-
makers to be aware of the “lump-of-labor”
fallacy and the growing body of empirical
evidence indicating that older individuals
need not be moved out of the workforce
to make room for younger workers.6 In
addition, policy should be informed by the
most recent ½ndings regarding trends in
disability in populations of elders and
near-elders. Much of the most recent work
suggests that the severe disability rates
(as measured by activities of daily living
and instrumental activities of daily living
scales) are now stable in older individuals,
having halted their decades-long decline;
and that, for unknown reasons, functional
mobility impairments may be rising in in -
dividuals aged ½fty to sixty-½ve.7 It will
be important for policy-makers to under-
stand the likely influence of these trends
on the adequacy of the future U.S. labor
force, as well as on the future demand for
personal care services.

4) Human capital development (such as life -
long education and skills training). Some of
the same societal forces that led to longer
lives have also shortened the half-life of
knowledge in science and technology. How
can human capital be expanded at different
points along the life course? Can the mis-

9

John W.
Rowe

144 (2)  Spring 2015



alignment between education and work
that is aggravated by increasing longevity
be improved through a closer relationship
between educational institutions and the
workplace?

Stakeholders need to understand and
employ the most effective approaches to
keep young individuals in school and to
provide a coherent approach to lifelong
learning that gives individuals the skills
and attitudes they need to continue to
productively evolve within overall societal
and work environments. Although return-
ing to school–now common among youn -
ger adults–is still relatively rare among
individuals over forty, providing access
to educational institutions for the near-
old and old is no less critical than keeping
younger people in school. Education must
be rede½ned as a lifelong experience.

5) Health and health care. Although it
might seem that the ongoing national de -
bate about health care reform may have
exhausted this topic, the Network believes
that some important and often neglected
areas of the discussion are directly related
to the demographic transformation. These
include the development of a more geri-
atrically sophisticated health care system
in which most providers (physicians, nurs-
es, dentists, social workers, psychologists,
pharmacists, and others) are competent
in diagnosing and treating medical dis-
eases and syndromes that are common in
old age, as well as a strong reliance on new
interdisciplinary models of care that are
more effective in managing the health care
problems of frail older individuals with
multiple impairments. In addition, a reori -
en tation to a life-course preventive health
model is needed to strengthen education
about healthy lifestyles and intervention
implementation in at-risk groups so that
future older individuals will enter the
Medi care program healthier and at higher
levels of functioning than their predeces-
sors. Finally, the United States needs sus-

tainable and clearly articulated policies
that deal humanely with care at the end of
life.

6) Relevance to successful aging of individuals.
Over the past ½fteen years, successful aging
has been a major theme of gerontological
research. Much of the work in the ½eld has
been stimulated by the model of success-
ful aging proposed by the MacArthur Net-
work on Successful Aging, which is fo -
cused primarily at the level of the individ-
ual.8 It is self-evident that the changes that
occur at the societal level in response to
the demographic transformation may have
major positive or negative effects on the
capacity of individuals to age successfully.
While many of the issues and policy op -
tions discussed in this volume are relevant
to individuals, our primary current focus
is at the level of society. The interaction
between societal change and the status of
aging individuals represents fertile terri-
tory for future research. 

These major themes and recommenda-
tions are explored in depth in the essays
found in this issue of Dædalus. Among the
essays are S. Jay Olshansky’s “The Demo-
graphic Transformation of America,”
which looks toward the changing face of
aging and life expectancy in America.
Robert Hummer and Mark Hayward’s
essay “Hispanic Older Adult Health & Lon -
gevity in the United States: Current Pat-
terns & Concerns for the Future” ex plores
the “Hispanic paradox”–that ½rst-gener -
ation Hispanic immigrants have a greater
life expectancy than both nonimmigrant
Americans and residents of their native
countries–in addition to troubling health
and well-being warning signs for the fu -
ture Hispanic population. Frank Fursten-
berg, Caroline Hartnett, Martin Kohli, and
Julie Zissimopoulos have written “The Fu -
ture of Intergenerational Re lations in
Aging Societies,” which examines the fam -
ily’s capacity to respond to the growing
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challenges and demands for support of a
rapidly aging America; while Lisa Berk-
man, Axel Boersch-Supan, and Mauricio
Avendano point toward how adaptation
of our expectations of the elderly can lead
to a more productive and resilient society
in “Labor-Force Participation, Pol icies &
Practices in an Aging America: Adaptation
Essential for a Healthy & Resilient Popu-
lation.” 

In our essay “Productivity & Engage-
ment in an Aging America: The Role of
Volunteerism,” Dawn Carr, Linda Fried,
and I propose that the impact of volun-
teerism in an aging population be recog-
nized and invested into, and that programs
harness the social capital of older adults to
improve the well-being of the elderly and
address critical needs of society as a whole.
And S. Jay Olshansky, Dana Goldman, and
I contributed the essay “Resetting Social
Security,” which considers the critical ½ -
nan cial safety net of social security and
what impact might result from further
changes to its age of eligibility require -
ments.

In their essay “Global Population Aging:
Facts, Challenges, Solutions & Perspec-
tives,” David Bloom, David Canning, and
Alyssa Lubet provide an overview of global
population aging and its contributing fac -
tors; outline some of the major challenges
associated with widespread population
aging; and describe current and possible
future responses to these challenges. Fi -
nally, Julie Zissimopoulos, Dana Goldman,
S. Jay Olshansky, John Rother, and I con-
clude the issue with “Individual & Social
Strategies to Mitigate the Risks & Ex pand
Opportunities of an Aging America.” This
essay discusses the major risks associated
with aging at both the level of the individ-
ual and the level of society, and pre sents
courses of action for policy-makers in edu -
cation, work and retirement, ½nancial se -
curity, health care, and social cohesion to
promote the bene½ts and reduce the risks
of longer life. Taken together, these policy
options provide a broad blueprint for suc -
cessful societal adaptation to the aging of
America.
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