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teach this course for two reasons. One is
because I love the field and think that it is
the most interesting and important subject
matter imaginable. To understand the aging
process is to understand the very essence of
life itself. Without getting morbid, think
about what it means to understand why we age. It
is to understand, also, why we die, since death is
the natural ending of the aging process. The bio-
logical, psychological, and sociocultural aspects of
adult development and aging can provide us with
some very importance keys to existence.
Stepping down to a more practical level, I hope
I will convince you of the field’s importance as you
start to learn about how you can apply what scien-
tists know about adult development and aging to
your own life. This is the second reason I love to
teach the course to undergraduates. For students
who are entering their twenties, there are many
preventative steps that can be taken now. Once you
have this knowledge, you can delay or perhaps
even avoid altogether some of the changes associ-
ated with aging that are within your power to con-
trol. For students who are older than their twenties,
it is not too late to apply this knowledge about
aging, in fact, having gone through some changes
already, the information may be taken even closer
to heart. Older students will also be able to relate to
many of the phenomena described in this text
about adult life, including relationships, work, and
involvement in the larger community.
The first time I was given the opportunity to
develop a course on adult development and aging,

was just starting out as an assistant professor. It was
a thrill to have the chance to share with my stu-
dents (some of whom were older than 1 was) the
excitement I felt about this new and increasingly
important field of study within psychology. After
all, this was the 1970s, and it was clear that the field
would grow by leaps and bounds in no time. Stu-
dents needed to learn this vital information so that
they could apply it to their jobs and future studies.
I was right about the second point but a little pre-
mature about the first. Information about adult-
hood and aging is of vital importance, even more so
now that the Baby Boomers are booming into their
50s. However, the optimism I felt about the growth
of the field is only now beginning to be justified. It
is impossible to turn on a news program, open the
paper, or even pick up a popular magazine while
waiting in line at the supermarket without reading
something about the aging process and how it is
affecting us all. I have also been encouraged by the
strong and continued interest that students have
shown over the years in this topic. If their desire to
learn about the aging of their elders (and the aging
of themselves) is any indication, the field has no
where to go but up, and very shortly.

Themes of the Book

The book is based on a biopsychosocial model, a
term that reflects the growing tendency in the
study of development to examine the multiple in-
teractions among the domains of biology, psychol-
ogy, and sociology. According to this model,
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changes in one domain have effects on changes in
other domains. The centerpiece of this model is
identity, the individuals self-definition. Interac-
tions between the individual and environment are
interpreted through the framework provided by
identity. These interactions, in turn, shape identity
throughout the adult years and beyond. Terms and
concepts relevant to this model will be introduced
and elaborated upon throughout the text and will
be focused on specifically through featured Bio-
psychosocial Perspectives boxes (see below).

This is an exciting time to be studying develop-
mental processes in adulthood. Not only is the
topic gaining increasing media attention, but it is
also gaining tremendous momentum as an aca-
demic discipline within life-span development. The
biopsychosocial model fits within the framework of
several new approaches that emphasize the impact
of social context on individuals throughout all peri-
ods of life. Entirely new concepts, sets of data, and
practical applications of these models are resulting
in a realization of the dreams of many of the classic
developmental psychologists whose work shaped
the field in the early twentieth century.

Organization

The text is organized in a manner that reflects the
biopsychosocial theme. The opening chapters
present introductory material, including basic con-
cepts, demography, theoretical models, and re-
search methods. The next section of chapters cover
the physical aging process in adulthood and old
age as well as the major health problems encoun-
tered by adults during these years. The middle sec-
tion of the book includes topics within the psy-
chology of adult development and aging, includ-
ing cognitive and personality changes. The next set
of chapters covers sociocultural aspects of adult-
hood aging, including relationships, vocational
development, and retirement. Throughout these
chapters biopsychosocial interactions are empha-
sized. In the final two chapters, these perspectives
are brought together in a chapter on death and

dying, and a final chapter on successful aging. This
final chapter includes a discussion of creativity and
productivity in the latter years of life.

Learning Aids

The topics and features in this text are intended to
involve the student at multiple levels. The Bio-
psychosocial Perspective Boxes present focused
examples of research and theory that illustrate the
biopsychosocial model. Interactions among socio-
cultural factors, physical age-related changes, and
personality and identity are given emphasis.
These boxes also present recent data on issues that
are of practical as well as theoretical relevance,
such as the topic of aging and driving.

The Behind the Research Boxes follow the for-
mat of popular music video channels that highlight
the work of particular individuals who have been
influential in the field. Although there were many
notable individuals who could have been chosen for
these boxes, I decided to feature people whose re-
search provided a good example of the biopsycho-
social theme. Each of these experts provided me
with insightful commentaries about the aspects of
their research that are most exciting or compelling
for them, what they see as the major challenges,
and what their predictions are about future re-
search in this area. Their answers are presented as
they were written by each individual, so you have
their personal views truly in their own words. Pho-
tographs of each researcher provide you with a vis-
ual image to who this person is, a fact that should
help enliven even further your understanding of
what they are trying to accomplish in their work.

Finally, 1 decided to have a little fun with the
Assess Yourself Boxes. As I was conducting re-
search on the topics in the book and looking for
additional lecture material to use in my class, I
came across some interesting quizzes and exer-
cises on the Web that were developed both by
popular and professional sources. I would love to
be able to have you enter these Web sites directly
and look at these exercises, but given the limita-



tions of a textbook that must be printed on paper
(rather than on the Web) I thought 1 would try the
next best thing. The Assess Yourself Boxes give
you a chance to test your knowledge and attitudes
in each of the book’s substantive content areas,
with one of these tests per chapter. Short of being
able to score yourself as you would on a Web-
based test, you at least will be able to get some
idea of how much you know or what your atti-
tudes are toward the topic. Where the data were
available, 1 summarized the answers of people
who took these surveys.

Web icons placed throughout the chapters are
the features that will allow you to enter the virtual
world of adult development and aging. You will
see little blue Web icons interspersed throughout
the text. These mean that you can go to the John
Wiley & Sons Web site that is specific to this book
(www.wiley.com/whitbourne), and investigate the
source that I have selected for that section of the
book. Some of these sources contain updates of
statistics and others are the sources for the Assess
Yourself Boxes (or ones that are similar to the
boxes when those become outdated). 1 encourage
both student and instructor to visit the Web site
frequently because new material will continue to
be added and updated. The Web icons may also
be thought of as interactive, in that I would greatly
appreciate receiving updates from users that I may
post on the site. Students have found some of the
best Web sites for me to use in my own teaching,
and I hope readers will become involved at a sim-
ilar level.

Other Learning Aids

Each chapter contains several pedagogical fea-
tures, including a numbered summary, glossary
terms, and suggested readings. These will assist
students in reviewing the important material from
the chapter and in pursuing further areas in more
depth. Furthermore, the chapters have been writ-
ten with ample illustrations, particularly tables
and figures. These will help the student organize
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the information and can be used by the instructor
as a basis for lecture material (see below).

Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank

The Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank were writ-
ten by me, and reflect my 25 years plus of teach-
ing the course. The Instructor’s Manual provides
chapter outlines, key terms, learning objectives,
and lecture “talking points,” extenders, and
launchers. Material taken from what is now a
rather vast movie and video collection that 1 pos-
sess is also described in the Instructor’s Manual.
More importantly, suggestions for incorporating
new material as it becomes available, including
documentaries, movies, and even pop music are
described. Quotes that can be used in teaching
each lecture topic are also provided.

Instructors will also be able to benefit from a
set of PowerPoint slides that can be used for lec-
tures and overhead transparencies. These will be
available through Web downloads in a form that
can be adapted for use by the individual instruc-
tor. Contained on the slides are highlights of chap-
ters and extensive visual illustrations of chapter
concepts and key terms.

I also wrote the Test Bank, and as with the
Instructor’s Manual, it reflects my many years of
teaching the course. The test bank includes at
least 50 to 70 (or 100 in long chapters) questions
in each chapter. Each multiple-choice question is
labeled according to which concept it tests, along
with it’s difficulty level. There are also short
answer and essay questions corresponding to each
section of the chapter.
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f you are reading this book, you are an

“adult.” Even if you are, by all accounts,

an average-aged college student, you

nevertheless fit many of the criteria for

this age category of human beings. The

term “adult,” which may conjure up the
image of someone who is a “grown-up,” refers to
all individuals who have reached a certain level
of physical, psychological, and social maturity.
You and your fellow students may have diffi-
culty entering certain commercial establish-
ments without valid proof of age. Nevertheless,
you are considered in many ways able to enjoy
the privileges and carry out the responsibilities
of those whom you tend to think of as from the
“older generation.” For those of you reading this
book who have no difficulty thinking of your-
selves as adults, you may be struggling with the
issue of whether you are a “young” or “middle-
aged” version of this category of humans. And

Themes and
Issues in Adult
Development and
Aging

for those students who clearly identify them-
selves as members of the older generation of
adults, the issues you face with regard to self-
definition may involve contemplating your sta-
tus as a “senior citizen.”

Questions involving self-definition based on
age are very relevant to the scope and coverage of
this book. We will be examining definitions of
adulthood, the meaning and definition of “age,”
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and the approaches researchers have taken to
understanding the biological, psychological, and
social changes that take place from the years of
adolescence through old age. Readers will find
that this information is of personal as well as the-
oretical and professional interest. We will explore
the many ways individuals can affect their own
aging processes through incorporating into their
daily lives behaviors and activities that can main-
tain maximum levels of functioning well into the
later decades of life. For college students of tradi-
tional age (18-22) taking the course, we will see
that it is never too early to begin to make these
adaptations. For those college students of nontra-
ditional age, we will see that it is never too late to
initiate these important interventions.

THE BIOPSYCHOSOCIAL
PERSPECTIVE

The theme of this book is based on a biopsy-
chosocial perspective, a view of development
as a complex interaction of biological, psychoso-
cial, and social processes (Fig. 1.1). Biological
processes incorporate the changes within the
body associated with the passage of time that
alter the body’s functions and structures. Psycho-
logical processes are those that involve cogni-

Social

_FIGURE 11
Biopsychosocial Perspective

tion, personality, and emotions. The social
processes in development are those that reflect
the environment or context, and they include
indicators that reflect the individual’s position
within the social structure. Theories and models
of life-span development, discussed in Chap-
ter 2, attempt to sort out the relative influence of
these sets of factors on the individual’s progres-
sion through life.

The biopsychosocial model implies that biol-
ogy, medicine, nursing, sociology, history, and
even the arts and literature provide crucial per-
spectives to the psychology of adulthood and
aging. Knowledge, theories, and perspectives
from a variety of areas each contribute impor-
tantly to the study of the individual over time.
Within this model, the concept of identity will
have a central role. An individuals identity is
defined as a composite of self-representations in
biological, psychological, and social domains.
The interaction of these domains as interpreted
in terms of the individual’s view of the self forms
a central organizing concept within the bio-
psychosocial perspective.

PRINCIPLES OF ADULT
DEVELOPMENT AND AGING

The field of adult development and aging is built
on a set of principles that form the foundation of
this book. Although theoretical differences exist
within the discipline, there is general agreement
on these underlying premises.

Continuity of Changes
over the Life Span

The first principle of the study of adult develop-
ment and aging is that changes over the life span
occur in a continuous fashion. In other words,
the changes that occur in later adulthood build
on those that have occurred over the previous



Although people change in outward appearance over
their lifetimes, they still feel that they are the same per-
son on the “inside.”

years of life. This principle has theoretical as well
as practical implications.

Theories of adulthood and aging, from the
biological to the sociological, take it as a given
that the changes in old age occur against the
backdrop of a prior developmental history for
the individual. For example, in the biological
realm, changes that occur in a particular organ
system in later life depend in many ways on the
prior functioning of that system throughout life.

The practical implications of the continuity
principle relate to the ways that individuals feel
about themselves and the ways that others feel
about them. Adults do not feel that they become
different people because they reach a certain
birthday. In fact, older adults often say that they
do not feel they have changed very much on the
“inside” and that they still feel the same way they
always have. Unfortunately, outward appearance
plays a large role in the ways we are perceived by
others. Consequently, when others look at a
middle-aged or older adult, they are likely to
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focus on that persons age rather than on some
other characteristic of personality or ability. It is
important to keep in mind that as people
develop through adulthood they think of them-
selves as the “same,” but older, and that many of
them will resent being treated in a particular way
because of their age. Think of the way you feel
when you are lumped together with all other col-
lege students (for better or for worse) on the
basis of your age and position in life rather than
on “who” you are as an individual.

It Is the Survivors Who Grow Old

The second principle of adult development and
aging that will be encountered throughout this
book is one that is perhaps obvious but worth
pointing out nevertheless. Simply put, in order for
people to become old, they have to not die. Think
about the ramifications of this principle. The peo-
ple who have become old (and not died) are the
ones who survived the many threats to life that
cause other people to not survive. Such threats
include car accidents, natural disasters, genetic
vulnerabilities to diseases, and risky behaviors
such as excessive drug use (see Table 1-1). The

_TABILF 1-1
Five Ways to Shorten Your Life

The Centers for Disease Prevention and Control
regards these five behaviors as the major obstacles
that prevent people from living a longer and
healthier life

1 Being overweight

Drinking and driving

3 Eating inadequate amounts of fruits and
vegetables

4 Being physically inactive

5 Smoking

Source:  Kamimoto, Easton, Maurice, Husten, & Macera, 1999.
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fact that people manage to avoid death from these
conditions suggests that they have inherited a
good set of genes, made wise choices in lifestyles,
and managed to avoid misfortune.

When you consider what it takes to become
old then, you realize that these people have some
special characteristics indeed. This fact has
implications for the way that we make sense out
of scientific data on human aging. All older peo-
ple are survivors of the conditions that took
away the lives of others. With increasing age into
later life, they become even more select on
important characteristics such as physical func-
tioning, health, intelligence, and probably even
personality style. Consequently, if you are look-
ing at the differences between younger and older
people on any given characteristic, you should
realize that the older people are a more restricted
(and perhaps superior) group than the younger
ones. The younger ones have not been subjected
yet to the same conditions that could threaten
their lives.

A concrete example might help illustrate this
principle. Consider the data on the psychologi-
cal characteristic of cautiousness. Many studies
have found that older people are less likely to
take risks than are younger people. Along simi-
lar lines, older adults are also less likely to
engage in criminal behavior. Why is this? One
possibility is that people do in fact learn to mod-
erate their behaviors as they get older. They
choose not to engage in behaviors that will
bring them harm or get them arrested. The
other possibility is that the high risk-takers are
no longer in the population because their risky
behavior led to an early accidental death. The
criminals are no longer in the population for
study because they were either killed in their
professional exploits or were imprisoned and
could no longer commit these acts. These exam-
ples are worth keeping in mind as you read
about some of the more subtle age-related
“changes” in behavior reported as associated
with the aging process.

Individual Differences Must
Be Recognized

A long-held myth regarding development in
adulthood and old age is that as people age, their
individuality fades as the aging process takes its
toll. This view is refuted by this third principle of
adult development and aging: that as people
grow older, they become more different, not
more alike. Middle-aged and especially older
adults are a highly diverse segment of the popu-
lation in terms of their physical functioning, psy-
chological performance, and conditions of liv-
ing. Supporting this point, in one study,
researchers examined a large number of studies
of aging and compared the amount of variability
in measures of older compared to younger
adults. The researchers found that the variability
was far greater in measures taken from older
adults, suggesting increasing diversity over the
adult years (Nelson & Dannefer, 1992).

This finding of increasing diversity with age in
adulthood points to the importance of experiences
in adulthood as shaping development. As people
get older, their lives diverge increasingly from each
other because of the many choice points that are
offered to them and the many different choices
they make. They may have gone to college or not
gone to college, they may have joined the Army or
not joined the Army, they may have moved to New
York City or landed in Wichita, Kansas. They may
have gotten married or not, had children or not,
and as a result, they might have had grandchildren
or not. Even little decisions can affect later out-
comes in life, such as whether one chooses to go
out to a movie on a stormy night and perhaps ends
up with a broken leg after the car skids through an
intersection. The possibilities in life are endless,
and as a result, each individuals personal history
moves in increasingly idiosyncratic directions with
each passing day, year, and decade of life.

The principle that people become more differ-
ent from each other with age relates to the notion
of inter-individual differences. Another aspect of



