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Thirty years ago, the MacArthur model of successful aging,
described by John Rowe and Robert Kahn (1987; see also
1997, 1998) transformed the study of aging from a disci-
pline focused on disease and decline to one emphasizing
health and growth. Thousands of conceptual and empiri-
cal articles struggled to explain what successful aging is
and how best to achieve it. Critics challenged the model
for paying insufficient attention to the voices of older peo-
ple, for being too narrow, for being too exclusive, and for
stigmatizing those not aging well (Martinson & Berridge,
2015). Propelled by the global challenges of an aging soci-
ety, the goal of empowering people to age successfully has
motivated researchers and policy makers alike.

The Gerontological Society of America journals have
been at the forefront of publishing work that challenges,
extends, and moves forward models of successful aging.
In 1997, The Gerontologist published one of Rowe and
Kahn’s earliest formulations of the successful aging per-
spective, and nearly 20 years later, the authors revisited and
updated their model, publishing the essay “Successful Aging
2.0: Conceptual Expansions for the 21st Century” (2015)
in The Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological and
Social Sciences. This 2015 essay served as a springboard for
the Call for Papers that have resulted in this special issue.
These creative and methodologically diverse papers add to
the rich literature about successful aging worldwide and
suggest important implications for policy. They suggest new
directions for research, while reminding us of the impor-
tance of the foundation established by Rowe and Kahn (see
also the February 2015 issue of The Gerontologist for fur-
ther expansions on the successful aging model).

The papers published in this special issue engage with
two themes at the core of debates regarding successful
aging: meanings and measurement of the concept, and
the appropriateness of the successful aging framework

for understanding contexts of adversity and challenge.
Regarding the former, papers by Feng and Straughan
(2017), Gu and colleagues (2017), Huijg and colleagues
(2017), Jopp, Jung, Damarin, Mirpuri, and Spini (2017),
and Pace and Grenier (2017) urge us to think more deeply
about the meaning of successful aging. At the heart of
these papers is the struggle to define what successful aging
is across a range of cultural and social contexts. The crux
of this issue is whether successful aging should be defined
and measured objectively as Rowe and Kahn suggest or
whether it is best represented by the subjective appraisals
that older people make of their lives. Earlier work suggests
that successful aging has both objective and subjective
components (Pruchno, Wilson-Genderson, & Cartwright,
2010), raising questions about how these dimensions of
successful aging relate to one another. Papers by Hicks
and Siedleckim (2017), Kok, Aartsen, Deeg, and Huisman
(2017), and Mejia, Ryan, Gonzalez, and Smith (2017) iden-
tify pathways for achieving successful aging. They urge us
to identify individual, sociocultural, and environmental
characteristics, taking a life course perspective in order
to understand how to promote successful aging. Findings
from these studies help to identify pathways for interven-
tions that will improve the lives of older people.

A second theme that emerged powerfully is the question
of whether successful aging can occur in contexts of disad-
vantage and adversity. These papers reveal that older adults
can indeed age successfully despite physical limitations and
structural obstacles, raising provocative questions about
whether and how successful aging is distinct from resilience
(Pruchno, Heid, & Wilson-Genderson, 2015). The concept
of resilience first gained attention in the 1970s, as it helped
to explain why some children raised in highly aversive
circumstances emerged as functional and capable indi-
viduals (Garmezy, 1972; Rutter, 1979; Werner, Bierman, &
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Fresnch, 1971). Three decades later, resilience again cap-
tured the attention of researchers and theorists studying
trauma-exposed adults (Bonanno, Papa, & O’Neill, 2001;
Bonanno et al., 2002; Ryff & Singer, 2002) as they sought
to understand why some people recovered from serious
accidents or life course adversities while others did not.
Although gerontology has been slower to embrace the con-
struct of resilience than related fields such as developmental
psychology, core aspects of resilience play a prominent role
in the Selection, Optimization, and Compensation (SOC)
model proposed by Baltes and Carstensen (1996).

In this special issue, studies using both qualitative and
quantitative methods show that people with early-onset
(Molton & Yorkston, 2017) and later-life onset of physi-
cal disabilities (Tesch-Romer & Wahl, 2017), those using
assistive devices (Freedman, Kasper, & Spillman, 2017)
and individuals with diabetes (Chard et al., 2017) would
not conform to the successful aging definition proposed
by Rowe and Kahn. But, they can teach us volumes about
resilience. Similarly, although some people exposed to
unanticipated and potentially devastating stressors like a
hurricane will experience setbacks from which they will not
fully recover, others will heal and become stronger (Wilson-
Genderson, Pruchno, & Heid, 2017).

Unlike successful aging which is an end state of its own,
resilience focuses on how people respond to adversity.
Although the successful aging model has been criticized for
being within the reach of advantaged persons only, resilience
is a goal that can be achieved by all. While successful aging
is usually studied as a state, resilience is a process. Papers
by Kail and Carr (2017) and Carpentieri, Elliot, Brett, and
Deary (2017) show that resilience can be nurtured.

The successful aging model and the papers it has gener-
ated offer a roadmap for enhancing the well-being of older
adults. In 2012, 562 million people worldwide (8.0% of
the global population) were aged 65 and older; in 20135, the
older population rose by 55 million (8.5%); and in the next
10 years there will be an increase of 236 million people
aged 65 and older (He, Goodkind, & Kowal, 2016). From
a policy perspective, it behooves us to learn more about
how to promote both successful aging and resilience. We
need to know, for example, who are the 5% (McLaughlin,
Jette, & Connell, 2012) of older adults who meet Rowe
and Kahn’s definition of successful aging, and how did they
get there? But we also need to know what makes people
resilient to the unavoidable challenges of aging and how we
can enable people to be resilient. The papers in this Special
Issue have not only met Rowe and Kahn’s “Successful
Aging 2.0” charge, they have advanced our thinking about
successful aging and resilience to new heights.

References

Baltes, M. M., & Carstensen, L. L. (1996). The process of suc-
cessful ageing. Ageing & Society, 16, 397-422. doi:10.1017/
S0144686X00003603

Bonanno, G. A., Papa, A., & O’Neill, K. (2001). Loss and human
resilience. Applied and Preventative Psychology, 10, 193-206.
doi:10.1016/50962-1849(01)80014-7

Bonanno, G. A., Wortman, C. B., Lehman, D. R., Tweed, R. G.,
Haring, M., Sonnega, J....Nesse, R. M., (2002). Resilience to loss
and chronic grief: A perspective study from preloss to 18-months
postloss. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83,
1150-1164. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.83.5.1150

Carpentieri, J. D., Elliot, J., Brett, C., & Deary, I. J. (2017). Adapting
to aging: Older people talk about their use of selection, optimi-
zation and compensation to maximize well-being in the context
of physical decline. Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences.
doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw132

Chard, S., Harris-Wallace, B., Roth, E. G., Girling, L. M., Rubinstein,
R., Reese, A. M....Eckert, J. K. (2017). Successful aging among
African-American older adults with type 2 diabetes. Journals of
Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw119

Feng, Q., & Straughan, P. (2017). What does successful aging mean? Lay
perception of successful aging among Singapore elderly. Journals of
Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw151

Freedman, V., Kasper, J., & Spillman, B. (2017). Successful aging
through successful accommodation with assistive devices. Journals
of Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw102

Garmezy, N. (1972). Models of etiology for the study of children
at risk for schizophrenia. In M. Roff, L. Robins, & M. Pollack
(Eds.), Life history research in psychotherapy, vol. 2 (pp. 9-23).
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Gu, D., Feng, Q., Sautter, J., Yang, E, Ma, L., & Zhen, Z. (2017).
Subtypes of concordance and discordance of self-rated and
researcher-measured successful aging and associated factors The
Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and
Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw143

He, W., Goodkind, D., & Kowal, P. (2016). An aging world: 2015.
Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.

Hicks, S., & Siedleckim, K. (2017). Leisure activity engagement and
positive affect partially mediate the relationhip between positive
views on aging and physical health. Journals of Gerontology:
Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw049

Huijg, J. M., van Delden, A. L. E., van der Ouderaa, E. ]., Westendorp,
R. G, Slaets, J. P., & Lindenberg, J. (2017). Being active, engaged,
and healthy: older persons’ plans and wishes to age successfully.
The Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences
and Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw107

Jopp, D. S., Jung, S., Damarin, A. K., Mirpuri, S., & Spini, D.
(2017). Who is your successful aging role model. Journals of
Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw138

Kail, B., & Carr, D. (2017). Successful aging in the context of the
disablement process: Working and volunteering as moderators
on the association between chronic conditions and subsequent
functional limitations. Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences.
doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw060

Kok, A. A., Aartsen, M. J., Deeg, D. J., & Huisman, M. (2017). The
effects of life events and socioeconomic position in childhood
and adulthood on successful aging. Journals of Gerontology:
Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw111

Martinson, M., & Berridge, C. (2015). Successful aging and its dis-
contents: a systematic review of the social gerontology literature.
The Gerontologist, 55, 58-69. doi:10.1093/geront/gnu037

Downl oaded from https://academ c. oup. conf psychsocgerontol ogy/articl e-abstract/72/2/201/ 2962187
by GSA Society Access user
on 21 Decenber 2017



Journals of Gerontology: SOCIAL SCIENCES, 2017, Vol. 72, No. 2

203

McLaughlin, S. J., Jette, A. M., & Connell, C. M. (2012). An exami-
nation of healthy aging across a conceptual continuum: preva-
lence estimates, demographic patterns, and validity. The Journals
of Gerontology. Series A, Biological Sciences and Medical
Sciences, 67,783-789. doi:10.1093/gerona/glr234

Mejia, S., Ryan, L., Gonzalez, R., & Smith. J. (2017). Successful
aging at the intersectoin of individual resources, age, environ-
ment, and experiences of well-being in daily activities. Journals
of Gerontology: Social Sciences.

Molton, I, & Yorkston, K. (2017). Growing older with physical disabil-
ity: A special application of the successful aging paradigm. Journals
of Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw122

Pace, J. E., & Grenier, A. (2017). Expanding the cirlce of knowledge:
Reconceptualizing successful aging among North American
older indigenous peoples. Journals of Gerontology: Social
Sciences. d0i:10.1093/geronb/gbw128

Pruchno, R., Heid, A. R., & Wilson-Genderson, M. (2015). Resilience
and successful aging: Aligning complementary constructs using
a life course approach. Psychological Inquiry, 26, 200-207.
doi:10.1080/1047840X.2015.1010422

Pruchno, R. A., Wilson-Genderson, M., & Cartwright, E (2010). A
two-factor model of successful aging. Journal of Gerontology:
Psychological Sciences, 65B, 671-679. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbq051

Rowe, J. W., & Kahn, R. L. (1987). Human aging: Usual and success-
ful. Science, 237, 143-149. doi:10.1126/science.3299702

Rowe, J. W., & Kahn, R. L. (1997). Successful aging. The
Gerontologist, 37, 433-440. doi:10.1093/geront/37.4.433

Rowe, J. W., & Kahn, R. L. (1998). Successful aging. New York, NY:
Pantheon.

Rowe, J. W., & Kahn, R. L. (2015). Successful Aging 2.0:
Conceptual expansions for the 21% century. The Journals
of Gerontology. Series B, Psychological Sciences and Social
Sciences, 70, 593-596. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbv025

Rutter, M. (1979). Protective factors in children’s responses to
stress and disadvantage. Annals of the Academy of Medicine,
Singapore, 8(3), 324-328.

Ryff, C. D., & Singer, B. H. (2002). From social structure to
biology: Intergrative science in pursuit of human health and
well-being. In C. R. Snyder & S. J. Lopez (Eds.), Handbook
of positive psychology (pp. 63-73). London, UK: Oxford
University Press.

Tesch-Romer, C., & Wahl, H. W. (2017). Toward a more compre-
hensive concept of successful aging: Disability and care needs.
Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/
gbw162

Werner, E. E., Bierman, J. M., & Fresnch, E. E. (1971). The children
of Kauai. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press.

Wilson-Genderson, M., Pruchno, R., & Heid, A. (2017). Modeling
successful aging over time in the context of a disaster. Journals of
Gerontology: Social Sciences. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbw127

Downl oaded from https://academ c. oup. conf psychsocgerontol ogy/articl e-abstract/72/2/201/ 2962187
by GSA Society Access user
on 21 Decenber 2017



