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PREFACE

v

he demographic revolution of the twentieth century is this: for
Tthe first time in human history most people born now live to
see old age. Infant mortality and diseases that formerly carried off
young people now affect only a minority of the population, and
this is true in most of the parts of the world, not just in Western
countries. Consequently, a population with a significant number of
older members is a new thing in the history of the world. At the
beginning of this century in the United States and Canada fewer
than one person in twenty was an older person; now it is more like
one in seven or eight. This demographic revolution is world-wide:
in less than 25 years China will have the same percentage of older
people that the United States has now.

As more people survive into later life, there is a corresponding
increase among those who are very old. We are starting to see par-
ent care as an important issue among retirees: there are many peo-
ple in their 60s who provide care for one or more parents in their
80s or 90s.

Social changes related to this demographic revolution have
emerged as important issues on the national agenda. Generational
equity, for example, is an emergent political theme concerned with
a supposed inequality of benefits received by the elderly at the
expense of children and young adults. Services to help keep people
independent and out of institutional care are now a national prior-
ity. Financing medical care continues to be in the headlines. Early
retirement and corporate down-sizing at the expense of older work-
ers is a vital concern in the world of business. At the basic science
level, the possibility of extension of life itself raises important
practical and ethical issues.
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Thus the field of gerontology, the study of aging, has emerged
in recent years as area of inquiry of increasing importance. This
year marks the fiftieth anniversary of the Gerontological Society of
America, the association for scholars and researchers in the field of
aging. For many years, gerontology was such a small field that vir-
tually all important publications relating to aging could be included
in a running bibliography published in The Journal of Gerontology.
This effort, first begun in April, 1950, was abandoned 30 years
later; the job had become overwhelming (Shock, 1980).

Similarly, the study of gerontology in higher education has
mushroomed. A generation ago there were only a handful of acade-
mic gerontology programs at universities in the United States and
Canada. A recent survey now numbers gerontology programs at
colleges and universities at 493, with over a thousand campuses
offering some type of credit instruction in aging-related courses
(Peterson, Wendt & Douglass, 1994).

So, gerontology as a field of study has started to reach a certain
level of maturity. At the campus where I teach, students are now
taking a course or two in gerontology because they recognize it as
an important area of inquiry. Gerontology is no longer a just sub-
specialty for sociology or psychology students; gerontology course-
work is now taken among general education electives by people
majoring in all sorts of departments. Outside of our own majors,
the largest group taking at least one course in gerontology on our
campus comes from the College of Business. Out of approximately
650 student registrants each semester, about 300 are taking the
introductory course. For most of them, this will be their first and
only exposure to study in the field of aging. This is not a unique
situation on just our campus—it is the trend nationally.

This represents a dramatic shift in gerontology instruction at
colleges and universities. Academic units in gerontology were at
one time focused mainly on providing specialized instruction only
for a comparatively few students who were planning to go to work
with the elderly. This mission continues, but the change we are
seeing in recent years is that gerontology is increasingly seen as a
legitimate area of study for the nonspecialist. The majority of our
students in Introduction to Gerontology in fact do not go on to spe-
cialize or major in the field; they take the course as a part of their
liberal education, just as they take coursework in English, math,
history, and the sciences.

Given this situation—not all gerontology students come with a
ready social science background, and not all introductory gerontol-
ogy students will go on to major in the field—a unique problem has
developed. One wants the introductory course in the field to serve
as a foundation and prepare those who specialize in it for further
study; and, one also wants a course that is comprehensive enough
to expose those who will only be taking one course in gerontology
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to the important issues in the field. That is the challenge I realized
when I began work on this book. When I was first approached by
the people at Wadsworth, the focus identified to me was the need
for a basic text that was first and foremost readable. It had to be
written with a clarity and style that would capture the attention of
undergraduates at the freshman or sophomore level. The publisher
already had Robert Atchley’s fine gerontology text, going into its
Seventh Edition (1994); mainly it has been used at the graduate
level or at the advanced undergraduate level. This book was to be
for the Introduction to Gerontology course for entry-level under-
graduates. Thus it had to be in nontechnical language while still
being an intellectually honest overview of the field. Further, barri-
ers to its use were to be minimized: it had to be both comprehen-
sive but comparatively brief; it would be in paperback to keep its
cost as low as possible; it had to be written in an approachable and
understandable style. In short, the book had to have some pizzazz.

Hopefully, I've achieved these goals. In a way I've not seen in
many other texts, this book is self-revelatory: the first boxed-off
commentary is a memory of my own grandparents. I've put a lot of
my own observations and experiences in this book; the reader of it
will get to know me in a certain way. I've been teaching gerontol-
ogy at the university level for 25 years, and this book includes
many of the personal illustrations I've found to be useful in com-
municating with my own students. [ hope the writing style is more
engaging than that found in many textbooks. I've also included a
Iot of my own research, so much that I might be rightly be criti-
cized for it. Mea culpa; it’s stuff I'm most familiar with.

In addition to the goals set out for me by the people at
Wadsworth, I had a few of my own. First and foremost, the writing
of a text that was to provide a comprehensive foundation in the
field had to be well-documented. The reader will note that this
book has over 650 references, which is about twice what one
would expect to find in comparably-sized book. In order that the
documentation not be a barrier to the reader, though, the refer-
ences have been placed at the back of the text. They’re there if one
wants to track down a particular source.

Another goal was that this book had to be consistent with a
solid theoretical background in the field of gerontology, yet it had
to have practical value as well. I've attempted to describe theory in
the disciplines of sociology, psychology, biology, economics, and
political science as it applies to gerontology in terms that are
understandable to the lay reader. Especially in the boxed-off sec-
tions, I'’ve made a serious attempt to give the reader practical
implications of research findings in the field.

And I've tried to make this text consistent with the curricu-
lum goals set out in the Core Principles and Outcomes document
issued by the Association for Gerontology in Higher Education
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(Wendt, Peterson & Douglass, 1993). Also, in the Instructor’s
Manual, I point out how this text is consistent with material
developed by the Annenberg/CPB video project, Growing Old in a
New Age.

I would like to thank the following reviewers, who offered
valuable assistance: George Arquitt, Oklahoma State University;
Clifton E. Barber, Colorado State University; Jay Bass, University
of Science and Arts of Oklahoma; Mary Kelly-Powell, Alverno
College, WI; Anthony Lenzer, University of Hawaii, Monoa;
Thomas MacLachlan, North Shore Community College; David
Morris, Ball State University; Nancy Ogle, Springfield College,
MA; Nancy Osgood, Virginia Commonwealth University; Rick
Rogers, University of Colorado; Louis Rupnick, Suffolk County
Community College, Eastern Campus, Riverhead, NY; Merril
Silverstein,USC, Andrus Center; and Dale Yeatts, University of
North Texas.

I wish to acknowledge the assistance of my editor at
Wadsworth, Serina Beauparlant, who had the original idea for this
book and who has given me consistent help and guidance over the
past two years. Bill Waller has provided invaluable editorial assis-
tance, and Debby Kramer of Wadsworth and Sara Hunsaker of Ex
Libris have done fine jobs as production coordinators. I also appre-
ciate the design done by Janet Bollow and the composition done by
Fog Press. I thank Phillip L. Berman, President of The Center for
the Study of Contemporary Belief, for generously granting permis-
sion to use quotes from The Courage to Grow Old on the chapter
openings and throughout the book.

Finally I wish to acknowledge the support, love, and sound
advice of my wife, Judy Thorson. Come grow old along with me.
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