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Abstract—This article is dedicated to social and psychological factors of aging, as well as to the psychological
characteristics of old age. Note that old age is just starting to be understood as an age of significant reserves.
The study of psychological mechanisms of aging is a new field, which requires close attention. The main con-
clusion reached by the author is that modern society needs a special ideology for old age, which would include
economic, social, and psychological components.
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Since the end of the 20th century, interest in geron-
tological problems has noticeably increased due to
demographic aging—the elongation of human life, an
increase in the average age of people, and the growth
of the share of the elderly in the population [1]. At the
same time, humankind is only beginning to compre-
hend old age as an age that holds large reserves and
possibilities. This tendency promotes studying old age
as an important scientific problem, including a solu-
tion to a topical social objective—the provision of con-
ditions for the elderly to live a full-fledged and socially
useful life [2].

The period that embraces old age is understudied
[3]. Studies of the psychological mechanisms of aging
are only just beginning; at the same time, it offers
opportunities to resolve or mitigate psychological
problems of the elderly and help them adapt to it [4].
Considerable attention is payed to general problems of
gerontology and geriatrics and little, to psychological
aspects, in particular, to the emotional state of elderly
people [5]. The division of psychology dealing with
the psychology of the elderly requires much more
attention [6].

Although there are about 200 theories of aging [2],
there is no general theory of aging thus far [3]. For
example, in the opinion of O.V. Krasnova, the numer-
ous concepts of aging lack a concept that would be
suitable for psychology because all of them are merely
“microtheories” explaining not the process of aging as
a whole but rather its individual aspects and levels.
Although over a thousand articles dedicated to this
topic are annually published in the West, this situation

persists. As for domestic science, the respective studies
largely focus on the medical‒biological and geriatric
fields; Russian psychological science considers this
topic in terms of clinical psychology and practice,
while the social psychology of aging is in demand, as
the sociopsychological component is clearly mani-
fested in the main approaches [6]. Sociologists also
complain that aging as a social phenomenon is rather
neglected [7].

THE SOCIAL ASPECT OF AGING
Obviously, the health of society is determined,

among other things, by the attitude to old age and the
elderly, including both state social policy and everyday
interaction [6]. Historians note that the aged played a
noticeable role in stable, well-institutionalized societ-
ies (a bright example is the Soviet Union), while in
transitional and conflict-torn societies the young
always came to the fore [8].

In modern society, even in Japan, where traditional
types of relations are very strong, respect for elders is
declining [9]. This trend has been even more evident in
the West and, since the early 1990s, in Russia. A cult
of youth, juvenilism, has developed here, underlying
the life philosophy of the 20th century [2]. The young
feel little respect for the elderly; ageism, i.e., age dis-
crimination is observed [10]. J. Kemper writes that in
modern society, as the value of the young grows, old
age depreciates almost to enforcing a taboo—it
appears as a nightmare and turns into a disease [9].
Clearly negative images of old age and aging dominate.
For example, according to M.R. Minigalieva’s data,
only 30% of respondents assess old age positively, and
only 10% characterize it as a period of active life, while
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the rest assess it clearly negatively, some even rejecting
the possibility of its occurrence personally for them-
selves, as if saying, “I will never be old, period” [3].

The authority of old age is falling [2]. The necessity
to be young, healthy, and energetic is considered a
moral obligation, while aging and illness are seen as a
kind of wrongdoing. The propagation of such stereo-
types in society places a heavy psychological strain on
the elderly. Even in their families, they find increas-
ingly little room for themselves compared to the previ-
ous forms of kinship [7], when the older generation
used to play clearly defined roles in family life.

It is known that shortly before and after retirement
both morbidity and mortality increase [9], social “use-
lessness” imputed to old people often becoming the
cause of their depression and suicide [2]. It is noted
that the main three events in the life of the elderly that
weigh on their psychological status are retirement,
which often leads to “resignation shock”; the death of
a spouse; and relocation to an old people’s home [11].

The perception of the elderly by themselves and
those who surround them is often asymmetrical: while
an old person thinks that he/she is unhurried, sober,
careful, serious, and reserved, younger people, pro-
ceeding from the same qualities, view him or her as
secretive, inert, sickly, sluggish, and conservative [9].
This attitude is also typical of the staff of medical and
social services, who communicate with old people
every day and perceive them rather negatively (quite
explicitly), featuring them as disinterested, drowsy,
and impassive [9]. A study of Russian social teachers
has shown that 86% of workers of such establishments
share the negative stereotypes of old age [2]. At the
same time, a trend to later aging is observable [2],
which is natural under a longer life expectancy and
later retirement.

Studies on the effect of the social status of the
elderly on their perception of their psychological qual-
ities give interesting results. For example, in China,
where old age is traditionally respected and esteemed,
elderly people are convinced that their memory is bet-
ter than that of the young [12].

TYPES OF AGING
There are two main images of aging, positive and

negative, depending on how successfully a person
adapts himself or herself to advanced age [2].

F. Giese identifies the following types of old peo-
ple: (1) an old negativist, who denies any signs of old
age in himself or herself; (2) an old extravert, who rec-
ognizes the onset of old age through external influ-
ence, for example, in the context of retirement; and
(3) an old introvert, stung by aging and characterized
by the loss of interest in his/her environment, inactiv-
ity, weakening emotions, and so on. Note that pure
forms of these types are rare and are rather scientific
abstractions [2].
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I.S. Kon describes four psychologically strong
types of old age: active, creative old age, associated
with active participation in social life; active but
mostly oriented toward providing for one’s own life;
oriented mostly toward the family (characteristic pri-
marily of women); and focused on one’s own health.
As psychologically unfortunate, he identifies aggres-
sive grumblers, peevish, critical, and disappointed in
themselves and their life as lonely and sad losers [2].

Minigalieva distinguishes two main types of elderly
people: focused on themselves and those helping their
family [3]. D.B. Bromley describes four types of adap-
tation to old age: constructive, attitude dependent,
defensive, and hostile [3]. There are also constructive,
defensive, aggressive, and passive types of aging,
which in reality combine with each other in different
proportions [13].

In the opinion of G.S. Abramova, we can identify
three types of elderly people. Representatives of the
first type are not afraid of retirement because they
have a favorite pastime. Representatives of the second
type fear to abandon their work and seek to preserve
their job as long as possible not only because they want
to keep their remuneration but also because they are
unwilling to change their lifestyle. Characteristic of
the third one is “selfish stagnation,” focusing on the
past, as well as their health and physical sensations [2].
At the same time, a study conducted in the United
States has demonstrated that 82% of men and 67% of
women assess their retirement positively, associating it
with leisure and the opportunity to spend more time
with friends and family [14]. However, retirement can
make one feel useless to society, futile, and meaning-
less for future life [5].

Empirical studies on the elderly make it possible to
divide them into two categories: some feel the meaning
of life fading away and seek to live a long and, when
possible, healthy life; i.e., they make self-preservation
their meaning of life; others try to broaden and enrich
the meaning of life through caring for their children
and setting socially significant goals [2].

PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAITS OF OLD PEOPLE

Many scholars stress that old age is largely reflected
in human consciousness as a physical disorder or ail-
ment. Ninety percent of the elderly see the main prob-
lem in the continuous deterioration of physical health
and the inability to use their body to the full [14]. At
the same time, according to some data, with age peo-
ple tend to treat their health increasingly indifferently.
Obviously, the clash of opinions on the part of old
people concerning their disorders is explained by their
different personality types. Another characteristic
psychological symptom of old age is complaints of low
mood. As a result, struggle against old age becomes
the main occupation of elderly people [14]. Such a
“struggle” is not necessarily reducible to care for one’s
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own health; it can be manifested in work and creative
activity, plunging into which an elderly person
becomes as if unconscious of aging or at least does not
focus on this process, focuses more on caring for his or
her children and grandchildren.

It is natural that the psyche of an elderly person
reflects practically all his or her physical ailments,
every somatic disorder being either directly or indi-
rectly reflected in his or her experiences, including
unconscious ones [5]. In his time, S. Freud noted that
the unconscious rejects thoughts about aging and cre-
ates the illusion of everlasting youth. Kemper also
writes that the unconscious does not age [9]; hence,
elderly people often fail to accept their age, imagining
themselves to be quite young.

Old age makes the past longer, the present shorter,
and the future very limited and practically inaccessi-
ble, which often leads to a sharp decrease in activity
and makes one waive plans for the future. Elderly peo-
ple often seek to visit places where they spent their
youth, but this inevitably leads to disappointment [8].
Presumably, escaping into recollections helps the
elderly abandon thoughts about the future, which
promises nothing but new physical suffering, feeble-
ness, and inevitable death. The meaning of life nar-
rows and fades, being reduced to the idea of survival
and concerns about one’s health [15]. In the opinion
of L.I. Antsyferova, the structure of psychological
time in old age changes sharply: the share of the future
tense in the personality chronotope, which used to
broaden the personality’s living space, sharply
decreases, narrowing this space, and the past begins to
dominate in the living world of the person [11].
Empirical studies demonstrate that the temporal per-
spective of the elderly is characterized by the lack of
active forward-looking optimism: “I want nothing, I
have no prospects,” “It will be worse,” “It is better to
try to keep what I have,” etc. [1].

It is well known that the perception of age-related
periods of human life changes at both individual and
collective levels due to the increase in life expectancy:
what was perceived as old age (let us recall the classical
phrase, “The old man of forty slumped heavily into
the armchair”) is now maturity, if not youth, while old
age has been postponed to much later years. However,
the perception of age periods by their representatives
themselves, on the one hand, and younger people,
who probably have not undergone perceptive shifts, on
the other, can be different, generating ageism [16] and
other kinds of generation gaps. Of great importance in
this context is the concept of subjective age, very pop-
ular in contemporary psychology.

S. de Beauvoir notes that the few passions that do
not fade but, on the contrary, even strengthen with age
are ambition and love for power [8]. We all know situ-
ations when an elderly person holds onto a senior posi-
tion like grim death, unwilling to resign, which is
a bright manifestation of these qualities.
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Presumably, nostalgia, melancholy, and fear are
the main characteristics of the psychological state of
elderly people [2]. It has been noted that accentuated
personality traits become observable in the elderly; all
their traits become especially pronounced in old age
[12], with the dominating opinion that inherent per-
sonality traits in old age become sharper and rougher
and overall change to the negative: for example, posi-
tive properties such as economy, tenacity, and careful-
ness turn into greed, stubbornness, and cowardice,
etc. [14, 17]. As a result, qualities such as irritability,
grumpiness, sullenness, selfishness, greed, pedantry,
excessive caution, and meanness come to the fore in
elderly people. The content of the emotional sphere
also changes, negative emotions, especially sadness,
start to prevail [5].

Elderly people tend to adapt to a situation not by
working out new forms of behavior after taking the
requirements of the social environment into consider-
ation but through searching for conditions that would
maintain their already developed motivation, inter-
ests, habits, and experience [1]. In other words, elderly
people do not adapt themselves to an environment but
instead look for an environment that would suit them
best.

Studies show that the stereotypical ideas about old
age shared by the young imply negative traits: the
excessively strong connection of the elderly to the past,
their inability or unwillingness to change, their critical
stand against the people surrounding them, and the
urge to impose their viewpoint on others. Note that
elderly people themselves interiorize these stereotypes
[18], manifesting the logic of self-fulfilling predic-
tions. Antsyferova also stresses the role of the interior-
ization of dominant social stereotypes in the develop-
ment of psychological traits and lifestyle of the
elderly [11].

Research studies demonstrate that the main needs
of an elderly person are overall the same as in other age
groups; however, the specificity of this period is a shift
in these needs, a change in their hierarchy, which
brings to the fore the need to avoid suffering [13].
A. Schopenhauer wrote that intelligent elderly people
search for the absence of suffering and trouble rather
than for pleasure and enjoyment [19]. Indirectly, this
idea is confirmed by studies on the political attitudes
of contemporary Russian elderly citizens: it is shown
that they seek social order, social justice, social disci-
pline, and responsibility and they are pronounced
statists politically [20].

At the same time, elderly people are often quite
optimistic. According to the data of an American sur-
vey of 1980, more than half of the respondents over
60 years of age were full of optimism, nearly 30% were
satisfied with their life, and only 20% were qualified as
“sidelined,” primarily due to loss of health. The survey
showed that both the young and the elderly associated
happiness and optimism with key factors such as good
 Vol. 88  No. 6  2018
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health, material well-being, and good relations with
their spouse [21]. According to the data of domestic
sociologists, 45.5% of the elderly assess their emo-
tional state as good; 32.7%, as tolerable or average; and
14.5%, as bad (the rest were undecided) [18].

The studies undertaken also show that love for life,
which somewhat declines in the period between matu-
rity and old age, rises again, reaching higher indicators
in later years [14]. This perhaps explains the fact that
very old people “hold onto life,” which is hard to
understand for younger observers, and suicidal
thoughts come to them less often than to those who
are just at the threshold of old age, although common
sense says that the situation should be the opposite.
Interestingly, studies of American psychologists show
that proneness to groundless, unsound optimism neg-
atively affects the longevity of elderly people [15]. In
other words, excessive optimism in old age is unfavor-
able; a balanced life stance is optimal. At the same
time, contrary to the general trend, an excessive surge
of sentiment up to hypomania is characteristic of some
elderly people [5].

Research on the sexual life of the elderly, which,
contrary to popular stereotypes, lasts up to a surpris-
ingly long time in old age, also yields interesting
results. For example, according to the American data,
among fifty-seven‒sixty-four-year olds, 73% have
sex; among sixty-five‒seventy-four-year olds, 53%;
and among seventy-five‒eighty-five-year olds, 26%
[20]. One of the studies shows the growth of interest in
esotericism in old age, interpreting this as the activa-
tion of the spiritual search on the part of the older age
group [20].

Gender differences in the psychological state of
elderly people have been noted. In particular, there are
data that women take the loss of their spouse more
easily and adapt better to life alone than men, and the
psychological state of widows sometimes even
improves. Overall, women are better adapted to old
age than men [13]. It has been noted that many widows
are so attached to their home that they prefer to live
alone after their husband’s death [2], which is not the
case for widowers. This is especially substantial since
lonely elderly people are mostly women because of the
differences in the average lifespan. Note that widows
are socially and psychologically more like each other
than widowers are. An interesting conclusion follows:
marriage is more profitable for elderly men than
for elderly women; this is why, elderly widowers seek
a new marriage more often than widows [22].

Paradoxically, gerontologists have established that
old people who live with their relatives and children
complain about loneliness more often than those who
live separately [14]. Note that an elderly person living
separately does not mean solitude because they
actively make new social ties and communicate with
their children and acquaintances. It has empirically
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been recorded that regular contact with friends and
neighbors, characteristic of elderly people living by
themselves, have a better effect on their psychological
state than communication with relatives. Moreover, a
significant part of the elderly who feel lonely are mar-
ried but have little communication with their spouse
because there is busy or the loss of the feeling of psy-
chological closeness. Indicatively, teenagers often feel
more lonely than elderly people living alone [22].

The popular phrase “happy old age” is not an
empty metaphor: people can feel happy in the evening
of their life. Phrases such as “successful old age” [2],
“positive aging” [6], “productive aging” [11], “green
old age” [14], “brisk old people” [20], etc., are also
popular, and the types of the well-adapted elderly are
diverse. The category of “new old people,” or “young
old people” has also appeared: they are well adapted to
modern life and are not satisfied with a place on the
sidelines [11]. Elderly people often say that in old age
they experience new joys and feelings that were absent
in the past [14]. According to a survey conducted in
the United States, 64 of 76 elderly respondents over
65 years of age view their life as happy, although this is
perhaps due to a protective psychological mechanism.
N.F. Shakhmatov is of the opinion that happy old age
is more widespread than it is commonly believed and
the negative image of old age in society is largely
because the most painful forms of aging are usually in
the limelight, while its trouble-free forms often fall off
the radar. According to his data, the main psychologi-
cal characteristic of people who assess their later years
positively (they are quite numerous) is their focus on
the present and not on the past and the absence of
plans for the future; in other words, they live for the
day, developing a calm, meditative, and sustainable
stance on life [14].

THE IDEOLOGY OF OLD AGE
Special literature often uses phrases such as optimal

aging and optimization of the conditions of aging [5].
This means the preparation of people for old age,
implying the development of measures of its psycho-
logical support [1]. Perhaps the main objective of the
“aestheticization” of old age is overcoming fears asso-
ciated with both the present and the future [2]. In the
opinion of Kemper, specialized courses on prepara-
tion for old age need to be organized to lift or at least
mitigate many problems of the elderly [9], in particu-
lar, through constructing significant and long-term
projects of life [15].

At present, it is increasingly often underlined that
old age is associated not only with losses. People have
the opportunity to live through this period actively,
actualizing their interests and aptitudes that they
could not satisfy in the past [6], for example, to engage
in some creative activity, which is especially topical for
those whose professional activity was of a routine
N ACADEMY OF SCIENCES  Vol. 88  No. 6  2018



OLD AGE AS AN INTERDISCIPLINARY PROBLEM 467
character. It is stressed that elderly people should have
a positive attitude to their life, meaning not only the
preservation of previous social connections but also
their substitution for new ones [2].

The main problem of old age is often the necessity
to answer a question on the meaning of life: “To live
for what?”. For many elderly people this question is
much more important than material problems [2].
Following Voltaire, Schopenhauer and other thinkers
use the notion of the spirit of age: “He who has not the
spirit of his age, has all the misery of it” [19].

There is an interesting proposal to formulate the
specific aesthetics of old age as a counterbalance to the
aesthetics of youth, actively advertised in modern
society [23]. Concerning his newly published book
eloquently entitled From 70 to 100, V.N. Ivanov writes,
“I want my book to bring home to the reader that old
age can be happy” [20, p. 82].

At the same time, most “recommendations” of sci-
entists and other specialists for elderly people can be
reduced to the idea that they should remain young as
long as possible, which is unattainable in principle.
The eloquent title of C. Orlock’s book The End of
Aging [12] appears a tempting but unfeasible call. Most
likely, we can conclude that modern society should
elaborate a special ideology of old age, oriented toward
later age that is irreducible to the aspiration to remain
young. This ideology should include various aspects,
the main ones being economic, social, and psycholog-
ical.

The economic aspect is directly related to the socio-
economic policy of a state and reflects not only the
attitude of society to elderly people but also its eco-
nomic possibilities. The paragons are countries, for
example, Canada, where the average pension exceeds
the average remuneration and many young people are
eager to become pensioners. “Energetic old people”
actively travelling all over the world are a characteristic
feature of these countries.

The social aspect implies the creation of numerous
nongovernmental organizations for the elderly, which
are also typical of developed countries and constitute
one of the pillars of their civil society. Ideally, such
organizations should not only be political and of cor-
responding in scale to the state (like Russia’s Party of
Pensioners) but should also be present in every apart-
ment house or housing complex to allow retirees to
participate in social and economic activity, for exam-
ple, control over public utilities.

The psychological aspect includes two components:
first, the attitude to elderly people on the part of soci-
ety, this attitude being a key criterion of society’s
humanism, and, second, the meaning-of-life position
of the elderly themselves. This position is formed in
the course of a person’s independent activity on the
development and transformation of his or her life
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meanings. Nonetheless, professional psychologists
should also play a substantial role in this respect.

Obviously, to develop an ideology of old age, which
must become an important objective in improving
modern society, it is necessary to integrate efforts of
representatives of various sciences, primarily econom-
ics, sociology, and psychology.
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