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My agenda 

• Thorny issues 
• Words of wisdom from our predecessors 
• Dynamic model of successful aging 

 



Thorny Issues 

• Success implies winners and losers 
• Aging as the passage of time 

– Successful aging 
– Anti-aging 
– When does aging begin? 
– Is successful aging a process or an outcome? 

 

 



Robert Havighurst (1961) 
“ A theory of successful aging should 
be a statement of the conditions of 
individual and social life under which 
the individual person gets a maximum 
of satisfaction and happiness and 
society maintains an appropriate 
balance among satisfactions for the 
various groups which make it up – old, 
middle aged, and young, men and 
women.”  
 
“In gerontology it will probably be 
useful to use several different 
measures of successful aging.” 
 
 
. 



Havighurst 

• Successful aging differs as a function of age 
– Success at 40 vs. 60 vs. 80 vs. 100 
– Although definition differs, inclusion of both 

objective and subjective evaluations are important 
at all ages 

– Counter to single definition and finding that best 
predictor is age 

• Successful aging differs as a function of life 
expectancy (years left) 
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Bernice Neugarten (1972) 
The pivotal factor in predicting which 
individuals will age successfully is 
personality 



Personality 

• Resilience 



Jack Rowe & Bob Kahn 
(1998) 
•Freedom from disease and disability 
•High cognitive and physical 
functioning 
•Social and productive engagement 



Rowe & Kahn 

• Moves field from preoccupation with disease, 
disability, and chronological age 

• But: 
– Downplays species-determined deterioration – 

the biology of late life 
– No attention to subjective 



Paul & Margret Baltes 
(1990) 
•Acknowledges age-related losses 
•Focuses on individuals remaining 
strengths and resources 
•Subjective and objective indictors 
•Cultural context 
•Lifespan model 

•Benefits of evolutionary selection 
decrease with age 
•Role of culture increases 

 



The Gordian Knot:  
“The objective aspects of medical, 
psychological, and social functioning 
and the subjective aspects of life 
quality and life meaning seem to form 
a Gordian knot that no one is prepared 
to untie at the present time.” (Baltes & 
Baltes, 1990 p. 7). 



Richard Williams & 
Claudine Wirths (1965) 
Autonomous-Persistent 
Autonomous-Precarious 
Dependent-Persistent 
Dependent-Precarious 
 
 
No judgments about the biological 
system – health and probability of 
death – of the individual or of others 
in his system. 
 
A person can be on his death bed and 
still be judged autonomous-persistent 
(successful) as far as his system of 
action is concerned. 



 



What is and What is not 
 Successful Aging? 

Successful Aging Construct 
• Objective Criteria (age-

group appropriate): 
– Ability to function (ADL/IADL) 
– Cognitive ability 

• Subjective Evaluation: 
– Life satisfaction 
– Wisdom 
– Quality of life 
 

 
 

Not Successful Aging Construct 
• Spirituality/religiosity 
• Social engagement 
• Social support 
• Presence of disease 
• Personality  
• Depression 
• Sleep 
• Autonomy 
• Health behaviors 
• Coping strategies 
• Activity/disengagement 
• Demographic characteristics 
• Nutrition 
• Age 

 



OBJECTIVE SUCCESSFUL AGING 
YES NO 

SUBJECTIVE 
SUCCESSFUL 
AGING 

YES Successful Subjective Only 

NO Objective Only Unsuccessful 

Successful Aging 
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