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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND FOR STUDY 

This study represents an attempt to analyze the 

current status of the sociology of aging as reflected in 

the published journals in the area. The basis of the 

analysis is Kuhn's definition of a paradigm, which states 

that scientific disciplines can be differentiated by the 

agreement upon theory, methodology, and selection of 

significant problems.1

Paradigms 

In a discipline which is not solidly established, 

facts are typically separate from systematic theory, and 

there is no unified body of theory. Some professionals 

indicate that a real integration of concepts and the 

development of a unified body of theory of social gerontology 

is a goal still to be met due to the lack of a large body of 

scientific facts concerning the psychological and social 

1
Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1970), pp. 175-176. 

1 



2 

processes of aging.1 A concurrent viewpoint which has

attained popularity in recent years, due in large part to 

the work of Thomas Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions, is that a science cannot proceed without a 

paradigm, for it by definition represents a scientist's 

fundamental frame of reference. As described by Kuhn in 

what he calls the sociological sense of the term, this 

paradigm or fundamental image a discipline has of its 

subject matter, " . . .  stands for the entire constellation 

of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the 

members of a given community.11 2 He continues: "A paradigm

is what the members of a scientific community share and 

conversely, a scientific community consists of men who 

share a paradigm.113 Kuhn includes in this definition not

only the accepted theory and findings of the field but also 

the preferred methodologies and tacit understandings of 

those areas considered important to study. The essence of 

the concept of a paradigm used in this study--the degree of 

of consensus or sharing of beliefs within a scientific 

1
vern L. Bengtson, The Social Psychology of Aging 

(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 1973), p. 41� 
Clyde B. Vedder, ed., Gerontology: A Book of Readings 
(Illinois: Charles c. Thomas, 1963), p. xi. 

2 
Kuhn, Structure of Scientific Revolutions, p. 175. 

3 Ibid. , p. 176 • ,
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community concerning theory, methodology, techniques, and 

problems--is drawn from the above definitions. 1 

The concept of a paradigm can be applied to an 

assessment of the state of the· sociology of aging as 

disclosed by an analysis of articles published by soci

ologists in the field of social gerontology. Evidence 

should disclose if there is a discipline-wide paradigm; 

if there is no paradigm, meaning no agreement in the field 

over theory, methodology, techniques, and problems; if 

there are two paradigms competing for dominance; or if 

2 multiple paradigms .exist, each with its own supporters. 

If there is no paradigm--no consensus in the field--this 

may explain why . the sociology has not reached its potential, 

or it may indicate a young discipline. 

Application of Paradigmatic 
Concept to Sociology 

The term "paradigm" has probably been part of 

the sociologist's vocabulary since Merton's first 

1This definition is used by Lodahl and Gordon in an 
empirical study exploring the applicaoility of the Kuhn 
paradigm in research. Janice Beyer Lodahl and Gerald 
Gordon, "The Structure of Scientific Fields and the 
Functioning of University Graduate Departments," . American 
Sociological Review 27 (February 1972}: 58-59. · 

2George Ritzer, Sociology a Multiple Paradigm 
Science (.Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 19751-, pp·. 11-12. 
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discussion of manifest and latent functions in the 1949 

edition of Social Theory and Social Structure when he set 

forth a codification of the concepts and problems central 

to functional analysis which he called, "A Paradigm for 

Functiomil Analysis in Sociology." In the 1968 edition of 

Social Theory and Social Structure, Merton notes that 

Kuhn's use of the term paradigm is much more extended than 

his, referring to the basic set of assumptions adopted by 

a scientific discipline in a particular historical phase 

rather than Merton's codification of concepts, 1 

There is no doubt that Kuhn has given new meaning 

to the word "paradigm," but his notion of a paradigm 

remains rather unclear. Masterman concludes that in the 

1962 edition of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

Kuhn uses "paradigm" in at least twenty-one different 

2 senses. Kuhn takes no issue with this statement, in the 

1970 edition of his work, he credits most of the differences 

Masterman noted to "stylistic inconsistencies." 3 Kuhn's 

1Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social 
Structure (New Yerk: The Free Pres·s, 1968), p. 69. 

· 
2
Margaret Masterman, "The Nature of a Paradigm," 

in Criticism and the 'Growth of Knowl·edge, ed.s. Imre 
Lukatos and Alan Musgrave (London: ·cambridge University 
Press, 1970}, pp. 73-76. 

3 
Kuhn, Structure of Scientific 'Revolutions, p. 181. 
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basic thesis is that paradigms are universally recognized 

scientific achievements that for a time provide model 

problems and solutions to a community of practitioners. 

These paradigms include "law, theory, applications, and 

instrumentation together," 1 consisting of a "strong network 

of commitments, conceptual, theoretical, instrumental, and 

methodological. 112 Kuhn argues that sciences are built 

around paradigms. Normal science consists of working 

within and in the light of the paradigm. In the course of 

the articulation of the paradigm persistent "anomalies" 

arise which cannot be accounted for by the dominant paradigm. 

Scientists fashion a new paradigm to replace the old. Kuhn 

emphasizes that these scientific revolutions are 

"non-cumulative developmental episodes in which an older 

paradigm is replaced in whole or in part by an incompatible 

new one. 113 

Robert Friedrichs in A Sociology of Sociology applies 

Kuhn's analysis to sociology using for his definition the 

idea that a paradigm is a discipline •·s· "fundamental image" 

of its subject matter. 4 In. ·Fr.t:edrichs '· usage of the term 

York: 

2 Ibid • , p • 4 2 • .1 Ibid., p. 10. 

3
Ibid., p. 92. 

4 
Robert W. Friedrichs, A Sociology ·cf· so•ciology (New 

The Free Press, 19701, p. 36. 
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"paradigm" it becomes synonymous with theory. He then 

differentiates between first-level and second-level 

paradigms. The first level is a sociologist's self-image 

of himself, and the second level is the actual theory. 

Friedrichs describes the system paradigm as the subject 

matter of what he calls the priestly self-image and the 

conflict paradigm as being connected with the prophetic 

image. He predicts that a synthesis of the systems and 

conflict paradigms will be made in a dialectic paradigm 

and that the prophetic mode (conflict paradigm} is in 

ascendancy. 

A recent work by George Ritzer has added to the 

definitions of Kuhn's concept of a paradigm. Based on a 

synthesis o~ Masterman's analysis of Kuhn's thesis, Ritzer 

defines a paradigm as follows: 

A paradigm is a fundamental image of the subject 
matter within a science. It serves to define 
what should be studied, what questions should be 
asked, how they should be asked, and what rules 
should be followed in interpreting the answers 
obtained. The paradigm is the broadest unit of 
consensus within a science and serves to differ
entiate one scientific community (or subcommunity} 
from another. It subsumes, defines, and inter
relates the exemplars, theories, and methods and 
tools that exist within it.l 

1
Ri tzer, Sociology a Multiple P-arad·igm Sciem::e, p. 7. 
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Applying this definition, Ritzer concludes that at the 

present time there are only three basic paradigms in 

sociology: the Social Facts Paradigm, stemming from the · 

work of Durkheim; the Social Definition Paradigm, using the 

work of Max Weber as the unifying exemplar; and the Social 

Behavior Paradigm, following the work of B. F. Skinner. 

In Ritzer's paradigmatic analysis of sociology he finds 

that theory and method are interrelated under a broad 

paradigm. The Social Facts Paradigm, which includes both 

structural-functionalism and conflict theory, is linked 

to the survey method of interview/questionnaire. The 

observation technique is most often used by those working 

within the Social Definition Paradigm, which subsumes three 

theories. These theories are action theory, symbolic 

interactionism, and phenomenology. The experimental method 

is most often employed in the Social Behavior Paradigm. 

Under this ruberic Ritzer . includes behavioral sociology and 

exchange theory. 1 

Ritzer states that sociology is presently a 

multiple-paradigm science with 

.•. no one of the paradigms in itself adequate 
to explain any single social phenomenon, although. 
adherents of each of the paradigms claim that 
their perspective explains most, if not all, 

1rbid., p. 189. 
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social phenomena. These exaggerated claims 
emanating from each of the paradigms makes fo1 considerable political conflict in sociology. 

This conflict, for Ritzer, makes normal science in 

sociology almost impossible because the basic assumptions 

of one paradigm are constantly being questioned by those 

who accept other paradigms. Ritzer. warns that while it 

is important to understand the paradigms in sociology, 

paradigms should not be reified. "Paradigms are not real 

things but simply handy constructs for understanding the 

nature of so~iology or any other fields." 2 

Lodahl and Gordon have used Kuhn's concept of 

paradigm in an empirical study of the differences in 

d · d. · 1· 3 aca emic 1sc1p ines. They first test Kuhn'·s contention 

that paradigms are more highly developed in the physical 

than in the social sciences. Data were collected from 

questionnaires sent to a stratified random sample of eighty 

university graduate departments in each of four major 

fields--physics, chemistry, sociology, and political science. 

The faculty of the departments were asked to rank seven 

fields (including the four in the study} on their relative 

degree of paradigm development, using as the criterion the 

consensus within the field with respect to generally 

-1Ibi'·d., p. v. 2 r~i·d p 200 J.J • , • • 

3
Lodahl and Gordon, ''Structure o:e Scientific Fields,'" 

pp. 57-58. 
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accepted theory and agreed-upon methodologies. The 

resultant rankings support Kuhn's thesis, as physics and 

chemistry were ranked first and second, while political 

science was sixth, and sociology seventh. The authors 

designate physics and chemistry as fields having high 

paradigm development and political science and sociology, 

where there was less agreement over theory and methodology, 

as having low paradigm development. They hypothesize that 

in fields having a highly developed paradigm there is high 

agreement over the content of survey courses and in the 

requirements and content of graduate programs. They 

predict also that high paradigm development facilitates 

teaching at the graduate level with scientists having less 

conflict over the time spent with graduate students than 

scientists in low paradigm fields. This prediction is 

based on the assumption that teaching in a high paradigm 

science is more rewarding than teaching in a low paradigm 

science because the communication between faculty members 

and their graduate students is facilitated by their extensive 

shared vocabulary· in a high paradigm science. The 

hypothesis was tested by the responses to the following 

items on a questionnaire: (1) was the time spent teaching 

graduate students fa} well spent and (b}_ intellectually 

· stimulating and (2) would you p ·refer to spend more or less 
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1 time with graduate students. Their findings support both 

these hypotheses. Lodahl and Gordon conclude 

... well-developed paradigms facilitate teaching 
and research activities. we expect that the 
relationship is interactive: paradigm development 
facilitates performance which, in turn, further 
enhances paradigm development. 2 

A call for" •• greater recognition of the 

scientific utility of paradigms or theoretical perspectives 

and greater conscious reliance on them as analytical tools," 

was made by Ef frat in 197 2. 3 He sugge-sts that one of the 

most important ways to approach any field is to understand 

and compare its principal paradigms. In judging the 

"paradigmness" of sociology using KUhn's criteria of (1) 

the degree of acceptance in the "relevant scientific 

community" and (2) the extent of "development" of the 

theoretical system itself, Effrat concludes that a rigorous 

application of these criteria would place sociology still 

in a pre-paradigm phase. He states 

. . • the vast bulk of sociologists throughout 
the world do not seem to have ever reached 
consensus on a particular paradigm and no 
paradigm seems to have become sufficiently well 
developed.4 

l Ibid. , p. 6 2. 2 Ibid. , p. 7 0. 

3 
Andrew Effrat, "Power to the Paradigms: An 

Editorial Introduction," Sociological Tnqu·~ry 42 (3-4, 
1972): 3. 

4
rbid., footnote, p. 11. 
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However, upon applying a "looser and more generous use of 

the criteria," Effrat sugg_ests that sociology in the United 

States might now be in a crisis phase, as there have been 

a number of reigning paradigms such as that of the Chicago 

school and structural functionalism, and now new paradigms 

1 have developed. This crisis phase,. according to Kuhn, is 

the transition stage when the ruling paradigm has failed 

to solve the crucial puzzles of the time, and new, competing 

paradigms are developing and being discussed. 

Gouldner also contends that Western sociology is in 

a crisis phase. The two significantly different approaches 

to explanation in sociology, as Gouldner views them, are 

the functionalism of Parsons and the conflict perspective 

of Marxism. Gouldner envisages the functional model as 

drifting toward a convergence with Marxism, thus precipating 

a crisis for Academic sociology.
2 

The divergent views of sociologists as to what stage 

of paradigm development might be applied to the field of 

sociology and what characterizes the reigning paradigms in 

the discipline illustrates the difficulty in assessing the 

paradigmatic status of a field.· . Since the polemic exists 

1Ibid. 

2
Alvin w. Gouldner, The Coming Crisis of Western 

Sociology (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 19701, p. 410. 
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in a field as well established as sociology which dates back 

to the 1840s, what can be expected in the more recent 

specialty area of the sociology of a_ging? Kuhn, however, 

did state that 

In the sciences ..• the formation of specialized 
journals, the foundation of specialists' societies, 
and the claim for a special place in the curriculum 
have usually been associated with a group's first 
reception of a single paradigm. 1 

Since these three criteria have been met in the field of 

social gerontology, it is reasonable to expect that some 

degree of consensus on basic concepts and theoretical 

assumptions exists among sociologists studying in the field 

of aging. The study reported here investigates whether 

this consensus exists, and if so, to what extent and in 

what substantive areas. Before examining the degree of 

agreement in the field, a brief review of the development 

of social gerontology and the sociology of aging as a 

specialty area is pertinent to the investigation. 

Historical Basis of Social Gerontology 

Evidence of concern with prolonging and preserving 

life is found in the three thousand years of recorded 

history: however, it is only within the last fifty years 

that aging has been studied as a scientific area in the 

1 
Kuhn, Structure of Scientific Revolutions, p. 19. 
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biological, psychological, and social sciences. 1 Prior to 

the 1930s, the.re were few published works about aging or 

older people. No journals were published in the field 

of aging, and the sociological and psychological journals 

indicated little concern with. aging. 2 There were, however, 

significant early achievements in the 1920s which helped 

to pave the way for the present field of social gerontology. 

In 19.22 G. Stanley Hall, a developmental psycho

logist, published Senescence, the Last Half of Life. This 

work, which reflected his interest in the developmental 

principle of behavior- over the lifespan, established Hall 

as one of the first contemporary gerontologists. 3 Social 

problems caused by increasing numbers o~ people growing old 

1clark Tibbitts, ed., Handbook of Social 
Gerontolo : Societal Aspects of A ing (Chicago: 
University of C icago Press, 1960, pp. 3-6. 

2rn discussing social gerontology and sociology of 
aging a definition is needed of the term "aging." Although 
the aging process starts at birth and ends with death and 
the rate of aging varies according to individual physio
logical characteristics, demographically aging is defined 
in terms of chronological age. In the United States the 
attainment of age sixty-five is usually accepted as the 
benchmark for being old. It is a time for retirement, 
Social Security benefits, Medicare coverage, and income 
tax advantages. In this study the terms "aging," "older," 
"elderly," and "aged" will be used interchangeably to 
refer to persons sixty--five and over. 

3Mil ton L. Barron, The A in .America·n: An Intro
duction to S-ocia·1 Gerontolo·gy and Geriatrrcs New York: 
Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 19.61) , p. 4 • 
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were discussed by Abraham Epstein in two books published 

in 1926 and 1928, and by Florence Parker in a Bureau of 

Labor Statistics report written in 1929. 1 The first center 

for counseling in old age was established in San Francisco 

by Lillian Martin in 1929. In that same year A. s. 

Warthin's book on bio-medical aspects of old age was 

published. 2 

Among the forces in the 1930s which account for the 

recent development of the field of social gerontology were 

the dramatic increase in the number and proportion of the 

older people in the populations of the industrial nations, 

the impact of the "Great Depression" on the aged and on 

political thinking in the United States, and the progress 

of research itself. In regard to the latter, behavioral 

scientists, recognizing the importance of time as a 

variable, became interested in the study of the life cycle 

in human development, while biological scientists became 

interested in time-related changes in living cells and 

t . 3 
issues. 

1
Michel Philibert, "The Emergency of Social 

Gerontology," Journal of Social rssu-es 21 (October 1965}: 7. 

2Ibid. 

3
Tibbi tts, Handbook of Social c;·erontolmJ;i', p. 4. 
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Demographic Changes 

The recognition of old age as a social problem was 

due primarily to demographic and economic changes in the 

1900s which made older people socially visible. In the 

United States people were living longer, and the proportion 

of old to young was changing rapidly. The immigration of 

the nineteenth century which had brought numerous young 

people into the population was practically stopped through 

immigration laws and quotas in the early 1900s. In 1900 

there were only 3.1 million people sixty-five years of age 

or older, approximately 4 percent of .the total population. 

By 1940 the elderly population had nearly tripled to ·9 

million, but they were still only 5.4 percent of the 

population. By 1975, however, there were over 22 million 

people sixty-five years and over (about 10 percent of the 

population}.. 1 The population over sixty-five had an 

approximate sevenfold gain .from 19.00 to 1975, while the 

total population in the United States only tripled in the 

same time period from 76 million to 215 million. This 

increase in the proportion of elderly in the population 

was attributable to lower fertility rates and low immigration 

1
Population figures are from "The Elderly in 

America," Population Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 3 (Population 
Reference Bureau Inc., Washington, D.C., 1975}, p. 3. 
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1 more than to declining death rates. Since 1900 only 

moderate gains have occurred in life expectancy for the 

elderly. For example, the life expectancy at sixty-five 

years was 11.9 years in 1900, 12.8 years in 1940, and 15.3 

years in 1973. 2 By the year 2020 the Bureau of Census 

has projected that over 13 percent of the population will 

be sixty-five years of age or older (over 40 million people). 

The Depression 

The stock market crash in 1929 and the ensuing 

economic depression revealed the bleak economic circum

stances of much of the older population in a way not 

brought to the attention of the public before. Hundreds 

of thousands of people over the age of sixty-five were 

either living in poverty on their own or obliged to live 

with their children. 3 It became a heavy strain on public 

and private resources to keep up the existing nonprofit 

homes for the aged and to provide adequately for the 

welfare of the unemployed and the indigent elderly. 

In 1933 a movement developed under the leadership 

of Dr. Francis E. Townsend to alleviate the poverty of the 

1 Ibid. , p. 5. 2 Ibid • , p. 8 • 

3
Paul A. Kerschner, "Changing Legislation: Its 

Effect on Programs," in· Aging: Pro·s·pe:cts· ·a·nd Tssu·es, 
ed. Richard H. Davis· (California: The Ethel Percy Andrus 
Gerontology Center, University of Southern California Press, 
1976), p. 152. 
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aged through a revolving-fund pen~ion scheme. While the 

movement eventually disintegrated, it did mucn to make 

society aware of the existence of the aged as a new common

interest group. 1 The success of the movement at its height 

compelled legislators to look more closely at the needs for 

old-age security legislation to relieve the depressed living 

conditions of the elderly. The Federal Social Security 

program came into existence in 1935. rts purposes were 

twofold: to enable the states to provide immediate 

assistance to needy aged persons through the old-age 

assistance program and to provide old-age insurance for 

retired workers. 

Academic Influences 

With the increase in public concern for care of the 

aged and the interest of the F.ederal government particularly 

in old-age assistance and old-age insurance programs, there 

was also a growing concern of private citizens; and the 

interest of academicians in understanding the problems of 

the aged was awakened. The University of Michigan was the 

first to create a Division of Gerontology when, in the 1930s, 

funds were bequeathed to the University by Mary A. Rackham 

1Abram Holtzman, The Towns·end Movement (New York; 
Octagon Books, 1975I, p. 13. 
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to be used for the rehabilitation of the aged. Support for 

research in aging came also from the Josiah Macy, Jr. 

1 Foundation under the directorship of Lawrence K. Frank. 

During the 1940s formal organization began to take 

shape among those interested in the varied aspects of aging. 

As early as 1940, Ernest Burgess as a member of the Committee 

on Social Adjustment of the Social Science Research Council 

wrote a memorandum pointing out that while the proportion and 

number of old people in the population were steadily 

increasing, social scientists had given but little attention 

2 to the traits, behavior, and adjustment of the aged. In 

1943, while serving as chairman of the Council, Burgess 

established a Committee on Social Adjustment in Old Age. 

By 1945 interest in aging on the part of sociol

ogists, economists, social workers, psychologists, nurses~ 

physicians, and administrators of welfare agencies pointed 

to the need for a multidisciplinary organization to . : , · 1 

encourage research in all aspects of aging and a journal to 

publish the organization's ideas and research findings. To 

meet this need the Gerontological Society was founded in 

1945 and published the first issue of the\.Journal of 

1
Philibert, "Emergence of Social Gerontology, .. ,. l?· 7. · 

. ~Ethel Shanas, "Sociology 0f Aging and the Aged," 
Sociological Quarterly- 12 (Spring 1~171 r = 1sg. 
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Gerontology in 1946. From an original membership of 80, 

the Gerontological Society grew to a membership of over 

300 by 1950, and in 1956, reached 1,200 members. 1 In 

1946 the American Psychological Association organized its 

Division on Maturity and Old Age. Two years later a 

report, Social Adjustment in Old Age, edited by Otto Pollak, 

was published by the Social Science Research Council. The 

focus of the report was on aging as a process, and it 

emphasized the relationship between a person and his environ

ment.2 

During this same period important works on aging 

were published. Leo w. Simmons completed a doctoral 

dissertation on the aged in primitive societies which 

argued that the status of the aged varies among societies; 

he published this work in 1945 in a book, The Role of the 

Aged in Primitive Society. 3 At the University of Chicago 

sociologists and psychologists worked together in studying 

personal and social adjustment in old age. In 1949 Cavan, 

1 Nathan W. Shock, Trends in Gerontology, 2nd ed. 
(Stanford, Ca.: Stanford University Press, 1957}, p. 98. 

2
George Maddox and James Wiley, "Scope, Concepts and 

Methods in the Study of Aging," in Handbook of Aging and the 
Social Sciences, eds. Robert Binstock and Ethel Shanas (New 
York: Van Nostrand and Reinhold Company, 1976), pp. 7-8. 

3
Ibid. , p. 10. 
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Burgess, and Havighurst published the findings from their 

studies in the book, Personal Adjustment in Old Age. This 

work was significant historically for it set the pattern 

for many of the contemporary studies in aging. In these 

early studies many of the concepts were borrowed from the 

symbolic interactionist perspective which developed at the 

University of Chicago with men such as George Mead, W. r. 
1 Thomas, and John Dewey. 

In 1953 a social-psychological investigation of 

aging was written by Havighurst and Albrecht titled, Older 

People. It was in a review of this book that a pioneer in 

the study of aging, Clark Tibbitts,introduced the term 

"social gerontology" into the literature on aging. 2 He 

recognized the societal aspects of aging as a subfield of 

the broader field of gerontology. According to Tibbitts: 

Social gerontology separates (1) the phenomena of 
aging which are related to man as a member of the 
social group and of society and (2) those 
phenomena which are relevant to aging in the 
nature and function of the social system or 
society itself.3 

1Arnold Rose, "A Current Theoretical Issue in Social 
Gerontology," in Middle Age and Aging, ed. Bernice Neugarten 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), p. 184. 

2
Tibbitts, Handbook on Social Gerontology, p. vi. 

3 Ibid., p. ix. 
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The broader field of gerontology was defined by Shock as 

follows: 

Gerontology is the scientific study of the phenomena 
of aging. By aging, we mean the progressive changes 
which take place in a cell, a tissue, an organ system, 
a total organism, or a group of organisms with the 
passage of time. Although aging begins with 
conception and ends only with death, gerontology is 
concerned primarily with the changes which occur 
between the attainment of maturity and death of the 
individual, and the factors that influence these 
progressive changes.l 

Shock recognized that the factors include the effects of 

social customs and usages and the changes in structure and 

functions of individuals with the passage of time, as well 

as their reactions to one another and to their environment. 

The Gerontological Society,, aware of the problems 

involved in introducing aging as a new field of study, held 

a conference in July 1956 to design a multiuniversity 

training program in social gerontology. Two major lines of 

action were planned: a compilation of knowledge in the 

field and the training of teachers in the psychological 

and social aspects of aging. The first aim, the collection, 

organization, and publication of existing scientific 

knowledge in the psychological and social aspects of aging, 

resulted in the publication of two comprehensive references: 

the Handbook of Aging and the Individual: · Psychological and 

1 
Shock, Trends in Gerontology, p. 1. 
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Biological Aspects, edited by James _E. Birren, and the 

Handbook of Social Gerontology: Societal Aspects of Aging, 

edited by Clark Tibbitts. Ernest Burgess completed the 

series with his work, Aging in Western Societies. Here, 

Burgess discussed the "roleless role" of the aged, a 

concept which has figured prominently in studies of retire

ment.1 To achieve the second goal of the Society, institutes 

for training teachers were set up at different universities 

throughout the country. In 1961 the Gerontological Society 

instituted the publication of a second journal, the 

Gerontologist, designed to keep both professionals and laymen 

abreast of new developments in gerontology in both the 

biological and social sciences. 

Governmental Influences 

Beginning in the 1950s through the 1960s the 

development of gerontology was further advanced by national 

conferences that attracted attendance by interested profes

sionals and laymen. In August 1950 the first National 

Conference on Aging was held in Washington, o.c., under the 

auspices of the Federal Security Agency to discuss the needs 

of the aged. Subsequent to the Conference a National 

. . 
1
Ernest Burgess,· Aging in wester·n Societies (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1960}, pp. 20-21. 
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Committee on Aging and Geriatrics was appointed to integrate 

activities within various departments of the Federal 

government and of nongovernmental agencies. In 1956 the 

Federal government created a Special Staff on Aging. During 

this same period President Eisenhower set up the Federal 

Council on Aging which consisted of representatives of 

other Federal Departments on Aging. 1 While many individual 

states had created units to deal with age-related problems, 

the need was apparent for a strong agency on the Federal 

level to support these initial efforts. Responding to this 

demand, President Eisenhower called for the first federally 

financed White House Conference on Aging to oe held in 

1961. The report issued from this conference recognized an 

urgent need for a Federal agency in the field of aging. It 

recommended that this agency should have independent leader

ship, adequate funds, responsibility for formulation of 

legislative proposals, and responsibility for periodic 

reviews of Federal programs working in behalf of older 

people. 2 

After a good deal of legislative maneuvering the 

Older Americans Act of 1965 was passed. This act created 

1
Kerschner, "Changing Legislation: Its Effect on 

Programs," p. 153. 

2
Ibid .. , p. 154. 
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the Administration on Aging {AoA) within the Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW). The AoA was given 

the responsibility of coordinating the federal programs 

that were of interest to the elderly. After twenty-two 

months of operating as an independent agency within HEW, the 

AoA was placed within the Social and Rehabilitation Service 

of HEW. This transfer diminished the actual strength and 

influence of the AoA. 1 

To some extent programs for aging have impacted on 

virtually every Federal agency. The Department of 

Agriculture deals with the rural elderly, surplus foods, 

and food stamps; the Commerce Department organizes retired 

executives to act as consultants to younger businessmen; 

the Department of Defense handles the retired military 

through the Veterans' Administration; the Interior 

Department is in charge of recreation programs for the 

elderly and free park passes for those over sixty-two; the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development works to 

provide low-rent housing for the elderly; the Labor 

Department administers a Senior Community Service employment 

program; and the Department of Transportation looks after 

transportation for the aged. Action, the Federal Volunteer 

Agency, directs the Foster Grandparent Program and the 

1 . . 
Ibid., p. 156. 
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Retired Senior Volunteer Program. The oldest, and most 

widely recognized, programs are those directed by the 

Social Security Administration of the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare. These include Old-Age, Survivors, 

and Disability Insurance, Medicare and Medicaid, and the 

new Supplemental Security Income which on January 1, 1974, 

took over the state-administered welfare programs of old-age 

assistance, aid to the blind, and aid to the disabled. 

It is estimated that there are some fifty separate 

programs administered by about twenty-five Federal agencies. 

At the center of these programs are the coordinating efforts 

of the AoA. 1 The momentum for changes in the AoA grew out 

of the 1971 White House Conference on Aging. At this 

conference older people were given the oppo·rtuni ty to 

express their needs and to participate in the meetings. 

Specific recommendations were made to meet the needs of 

the elderly in regard to income, employment and retirement, 

health and health care, nutrition, housing, and transpor

tation. Amendments to the Older Americans Act which 

strengthened the AoA included Title ITI' which set up 

Area-wide Agencies on Aging, Title IV and V which are 

concerned with research and demonstration projects for the 

aging, and Title VII which supplies Federal funds for the -

1
"The Elderly in America," p. 20. 
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establishment of nutrition programs that include several 

hundred thousand meals per week for older Americans. 

Another important development was the passage of the 

Research on Aging Act of 1974. This established a National 

Institute of Aging within the National Institutes of Health 

for the purpose of studying not only the biomedical but 

also the social and psychological aspects of aging. 1 

The significance of the Federal government in the 

growth of the field of social gerontology should not be 

minimized, as a large portion of the funds available for 

research on social policies that affect the conditions of 

life of the elderly comes from Federal bureaus. The 

plethora of Federal departments having a responsibility to 

the aged points up the multi-faceted aspects of the problems 

the aged encounter. 

Other Influences 

Barron selected eight underlying and related factors 

which he has stated account for most of the growth and 

development of gerontology as well as geriatrics in recent 

years. First is the increase in both the absolute and 

proportionate numbers of older persons in the population; 

1
Ethel Shanas, "Gerontology and the Soci~l and 

Behavioral Sciences, Where Do we Go From Here?" Gerontologist 
15 (December 1975): 499. - + 
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second is the vast riumber of problems the aged confront such 

as employment, income maintenance, social isolation, and 

incidence of chronic disease and disa~ility; third is the 

fact that most individuals are not prepared or educated for 

old age; fourth is the legislative action in behalf of 

older people starting with the Social Security Act in 1935; 

fifth is the "long festering dissatisfaction" with homes for 

the aged; sixth is the large increase in the number and 

variety of organizations by and for the aged; the seventh 

factor is the evolving awareness of the traditional profes

sions of the problems of aging; and eighth is the research 

being conducted in the aging processes and problems. 1 

Sociology of Aging 

With the increasing social visibility of the elderly 

has come the recognition that their personal troubles 

cumulatively constitute a social problem. When a subject 

is widely defined as a social problem in modern Western 

society it becomes a proper object for study. Particularly 

in American sociology, new ·special branches have developed 

in response to new sets of problems. In the study of aging, 

however, the establishment of a specialized branch of 

sociology has been slow. Over twenty-eight years have 

1
Barron, The Aging Americ•an, pp. 7-10. 
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passed since sociologists Ernest Burgess and Ruth Cavan 

evinced a concern with the study of the aged, but the 

sociology of aging still remains a largely unfulfilled 

promise rather than a highly developed special field of 

knowledge. Studies using content analysis to analyze trends 

in the discipline of sociology reveal the insignificant 

role social gerontology has played as a specialty in 

sociology. 

Sociology of Aging as a Specialty Area 

Simpson looked at the first field of interest listed 

by members of the Ameitican Sociological Association (ASA) 

in their directory as an indication of the rise and fall of 

interest in the various fields. 1 Social gerontology was not 

considered a separate field of interest but was mentioned 

as being included in the specialty, medical sociology. Of 

the total respoi::ises in the years from 19.35 to 1959 (1,829 

responses), only 3.9 percent of the sociologists listed 

medical sociology as their first field of interest, and 

there is no way to ascertain what proportion of this 3.9 

percent were interested specifically in social . gerontology. · 

The most frequently listed field of interest was social 

psychology; this was the first interest of 12.8 percent of 

. 
1

Richard L. Simpson, ''Expanding and Declining 
Fields in American Sociology," · Americ•an Sociolo9ical Review 
26 {June 1961}: 458-466. 
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the respondents. Simpson's tabulation by .topical fields of 

papers published in the American Sociological Review during 

the periods 1946-1949, 1951-1954, and 1955-1959, revealed 

a marked increase of interest in medical sociology over the 

years. In the period 1955-1959, 7.7 percent of the papers 

were in this field compared with only 2.7 percent in 1945-

1949. However, a study published in 1972 by Stehr and 

Larson analyzing the areas of specialization of sociologists 

listed in the 1970 ASA Directory indicated only a slight . 

increase of interest in medical sociology as an area of 

specialization, 4.4 percent of the respondents listed it 

as their first area of specialization compared with the 

3.9 percent Simpson found in the 1935-1959 period. 1 The 

1975 ASA Directory lists medical sociology as an area of 

specialization, but it still does not list social gerontology. 

Brown and Gilmartin analyzed the content of the 202 

articles contributed to the American Socio'logical Review 

and The American Journal of Sociolo·gy during 1965 and 1966, 

and compared it with the content of the two hundred papers 

2 published in these same journals in 1940 and 1941. Their 

1
Nico Stehr and Lyle E. Larson, "The Rise and Decline 

of Areas in Specialization," American Sociologist 7 (August 
1972): 3-6. 

2
Julia s. Brown and Brian Gilmartin, "Sociology 

Today: Lacunae, Emphases and Surfeits,"·· American 
Sociologist 4 (December 1969): 284. 
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categories included the special interest areas of the 

articles; the relative space devoted to papers on theory, 

methodology, and. substantive research; the discipline of 

the authors; and the density and source of bibliographic 

citations. When classifying the articles by special 

interest area, social psychology topped the list again in 

both periods, twenty-nine in 1940 and 1941 and · twenty-two 

in 1965 and 1966. Social gerontology was not noted, and 

the field of sociology of medicine had one article tabulated 

for each of the two periods. 

A report on the personal and professional character

istics of sociologists who had published in the field of 

gerontology was made by Trela and O'Toole in 1969. To 

obtain their sample the authors surveyed the major sociology 

and gerontology journals and books of readings for articles 

concerned with aging. This yielded a list of four hundred 

articles. The authors were screened for sociologists, 

defined as persons listed as members in the 1967 ASA 

Directory. Questionnaires were sent to the 131 authors 

thus identified, and 100 re·plies were received. In looking 

at the areas of interest of these respondents, out of 

forty-nine different specialties listed by the sample, only 

four persons listed maturity and old age or human development 
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as a specialty. 1 Although there was little concentration in 

any given area, sixteen did list family, fourteen medical 

sociology, and twelve social survey design and method. 

The 100 sociologists had written a total of 2,915 articles 

or book chapters and 272 books. Of these, only 23.5 

percent of the articles and 24.3 percent of the books 

were on aging. Thus their contribution to gerontology was 

less than one-quarter of their total publications. 

King and O'Toole, in a recent study of the sociology 

of aging, analyzed articles written by the one hundred 

sociologists who responded to the Trela and O'Toole 

t . . 2 ques ionnaire. A list was compiled of the articles 

published by these sociologists in sixteen different 

journals over the period 1939-1971 in an attempt to delimit 

major developments in the specialty area of the sociology of 

aging .. when the articles were ordered chronologically, it 

was evident that interest in the field of aging had 

increased. The sociologists in the sample had written 

1James E. Trela and Richard O'Toole, "Sociologists 
in Social Gerontology," Gerontologist 9 (Sununer 1969-): 
139-142. 

. 
2
Kathleen Piker King and Richard O'Toole, "The 

Life-Cycle of a Scientific Specialty Area: The Case of the 
Sociology of Aging," Paper presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the North Central Sociological Association, Columbus, 
Ohio, May 4-6, 1975. 
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fifteen articles from 1939-1949, fifty articles from 1950-

1959, and ninety-seven articles in the 1960s. 

The Guide to Graduate Departments of Sociology 

published by the ASA had no listing, "Sociology of Age," 

until the 1974 directory. Current introductory textbooks 

in sociology, typically designed to ~cquaint students with 

the specialized areas of interest in the field, all deal 

at length with institutions of family, state, and economy, 

but there is little by way of a systematic analysis of the 

role the elderly play in these institutions. 

At the 1977 Annual Meeting of the ASA in Chicago 

there were 233 sessions. Of these, only three were listed 

under the heading of aging, and one of these three sessions 

was a discussion of the sociology of developing societies, 

with one paper dealing with aging. 

The studies reviewed above dealt with the extent 

an interest in aging has permeated the field of sociology. 

The present study approaches the problem from the opposite 

viewpoint, analyzing material specifically published in the 

field of aging to ascertain the contribution of soci

ologists to the discipline of social gerontology. 

Statement of the Problem 

Concern with the concept of a pa-radigm, its appli

cation to sociology, the historical background of social 



33 

gerontology, and the consideration of the sociology of 

aging as a specialty area in sociology provide the back

ground information for an assessment of the current status 

of the sociology of aging. A recent development in 

sociology is the examination of the state of the discipline 

by sociologists searching for emerging and conflicting 

theoretical perspectives in their analysis of the role of 

sociology in our changing society. 1 The task of the present 

study is to gain a better understanding of the sociology of 

aging by applying to it the kind of sociological analysis 

that has proved fruitful when directed to many other kinds 

of social activities. 

Progress in the study of aging, as in other 

behavioral disciplines, demands periodic reassessment. The 

investigation reported here constitutes an effort to analyze 

the current status of the sociology of aging using the 

concept of the scientific paradigm developed by Thomas Kuhn 

in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. As described by 

Kuhn, the essence of the paradigm is the degree of consensus 

within a scientific connnunity concerning theory, methodology, 

techniques, and problems • . · A content analysis of articles 

1Friedrichs, A Sociology of Soc·iology; Gouldner, , The 
Coming Crisis of Western Soc'io'logy; Larry T. Reynolds and 
Janice W. Reynolds, eds., The Sociology of Sociology (.New 
York: McKay, 1970}. · 
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contributed by sociologists to the two major journals in 

the field of social gerontology, the Gerontologist and the 

Journal of Gerontology, should reveal whether or not a 

shared paradigm exists within the community of sociologists 

concerned with the science of aging. The questions 

addressed include: Do articles published by sociologists 

in the field of social gerontology indicate that there is a 

cohesive body of generally accepted theoretical concepts 

and empirical research? If there is suc'h a body of 

knowleqge, is there agreement among these social scientists 

as to which problem areas merit their attention? Is there 

a degree of uniformity in the research techniques utilized 

in the study of social gerontology? Does the empirical 

evidence generated by this study indicate that the status 

of the sociology of aging is paradigmatic, nonparadigmatic, 

dual paradigmatic, or multiple paradigmatic?1 

Within the parameters of this descriptive study, two 

other areas are explored. First, an understanding of the 

process of aging, by its ·very nature,· involves the synthesis 

of knowledge from many disciplines. A multidisciplinary 

approach is intrinsic to the study of social gerontology, 

In examining the role of sociologists in the study of aging, 

the question is asked, Do sociologists writing in the field 

1
Masterman, "The Nature of a Paradigm," pp. 73-76. 
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of aging consult other disciplines for sources of knowledge? 

Secondly, the field of social gerontology has sometimes been 

criticized as being too much concerned with the applied 

aspects of aging and particularly with the betterment of 

the condition of the aged in American society while it 

neglects the development of theoretical concepts. If 

viewed in the context of the social problems which confront 

the aged, the extent to which this criticism is valid would 

be considered an asset rather than a liability to study in 

the field of aging. In the process of collecting empirical 

data concerning the paradigmatic status of the sociology of 

aging, exploratory research is conducted in the attempt to 

delineate the extent to which sociol6gists are calling for 

a restructuring of the social institutions when existing 

problems are viewed as an integral part of the way the 

social system normally operates. 

The process of aging and the problems of the aged 

may be viewed from many perspectives. In this study the 

approach of sociologists to the study of aging is examined 

within the framework of the paradigm concept. The theory, 

methodology, and techniques used by sociologists and the 

problem areas studied are analyzed to ascertain the degree 

of consensus within the field in these areas. 
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In this chapter the meaning of a paradigm as 

visualized by Kuhn was discussed as were several studies 

applying Kuhn's principles to sociology. The history of 

social gerontology as a discipline was described including 

the recognition of aging as a social problem. The extent 

of interest concerning sociological aspects of aging was 

assessed in regard to the establishment of the sociology of 

aging as a specialty area. 

Chapter II deals with the determinants of the 

paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging. These are 

as follows: (1} the broad theoretical perspectives and 

the theoretical explanations of human aging, (2). the 

methodological issues in the field, and (3) the subject 

areas which interest socio1ogists studying in the field. 

Chapter II'I includes the research questions pertinent 

to the paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging and 

a description of the techniques of the investigation. The 

category-sets into which the contents of the articles 

written by sociologists in the' Journal of Gerontology and 

the Gerontologist are defined in this chapter. 

The findings related to the paradigmatic status of 

the sociology of aging are presented in chapter IV. The 

degree of consensus measured for each of the categories is 
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analyzed in order to determine the consensus in the 

discipline in regard to theory, methodology, techniques, 

and problems. 

Chapter V deals with the two other areas with which 

the study is concerned. These are the interdisciplinary 

nature of the field and the extent to which sociologists 

call for a change in society in order to meet the 

changing needs of the aged population. 

In chapter VI the findings are sunnnarized. The 

conclusions and implications of the findings for the study 

of human aging are discussed. 



CHAPTER II 

DETERMINANTS OF THE PARADIGMATIC STATUS 

OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF AGING 

An inquiry into the extent of a shared agreement 

among social scientists concerning the acc~pted theory, 

preferred methodologies, and problem areas will help to 

assess the paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging. 

The articles written by sociologists in th~Gerontologist 

and the Journal of Gerontology are categorized according 

to the theoretical perspective in which the material is 

couched, the methodology employed, and the subject areas 

discussed. 

In this chapter theoretical explanations germane 

to the field of aging are described as to the broad socio

logical perspectives and the specific middle-range theories 

of aging articulated in the field. The problems inherent 

in the methodology utilized to develop knowledge of human 

aging are discussed in this section to provide an under

standing of the research techniques classified in the 

investigation. Divisions for categorizing the subject 

areas of interest to sociologists writing about aging are 

presented. These descriptions provide an analytical · 

38 
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basis for coding the content of the articles into specific 

categories which reflect the purpose of the study. 

Theory in Social Gerontology 

Aging has been described as the complex interaction 

of biological as well as sociological and psychological 

processes~ 1 The biological aspect involves the gradual 

destruction or loss of the normal cellular reserves in the 

vital organs of the body; psychological aging deals with 

changes in the sensory and perceptual processes, the 

learning and motor skills, and personality changes; and the 

sociological aspect concerns the changing situation of the 

individual as he ages in relation to the society in which 

he lives.
2 

Tibbitts discusses a fourth category to be 

considered in the process of aging, the sociopsychological 

or behavioral. The concern here is with the individual's 

reactions to the changes in his basic capacities as he ages 

and h . h · t t towards hi'm. 3 
is response tote way socie y ac s 

. 
1
carl Eisdorfer, "Background and Theories of Aging," 

in The Future of Aging and ·the Ag·ed, ed. George L. Maddox 
(Georgia: SNPA Foundation Seminar Books, 19'71), p. 3. 

2
carl Tibbitts, Handbook of Social 'Gerontology 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19601, p. 7. 

3 
Ibid. , p. 8. 
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Sociologists examine the process of aging from two 

perspectives: the macro level and the micro level. 1 The 

macro level focuses on how large aggregates of people 

function in the social organization, and the micro level 

deals with the interpersonal context of an individual. In 

both of these dimensions the concepts of norms, roles, 

status, and reference groups are useful in studying age

related phenomena. Important sociological aspects of aging 

include how the network of kin relations, friends, voluntary 

organizations, religious groups, and work relationships are 

affected by the aging process. Another element which 

investigators consider is change over time, both historical 

2 and developmental. There are numerous changes involved in 

growing up and growing old, and there are many changes in 

society affecting the life history. of an individual. 

Since both the individual capacities and the 

social aspects of human behavior are interacting and 

interdependent, theory in social gerontology must consider 

all aspects if the aging process is to be understood. 

It is also vital for a theorist to recognize the importance 

of events in aging which are linked with the passage 

of time. While the societal aspect of aging concerns all 

1
ve~n L. Bengtson, The Social Psychology of Aging 

(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 19731, pp. 11-15. 

2
Ibid., p. 8. 
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the social sciences and its study cuts across disciplinary 

lines of anthropology, economics, political science, 

developmental psychology, social psychology, and 

sociology, the theories considered here will be categorized 

and discussed within the framework of the broad socio

logical perspective. 

Theoretical Framework 

An essential component of a paradigm is the 

theoretical perspective which has been accepted by the 

scientific community of a particular discipline. While 

there is disagreement among sociologists as to which, if 

any, is the reigning perspective in sociology, there are 

certain theoretical frameworks which are recognized as 

basic to the development of sociology and which encompass 

various explanations of social phenomena. For the purpose 

of this research these viewpoints will be arbitrarily 

conceptualized as separate and will be categorized in the 

broad perspectives of functionalism, conflict theory, and 

social interactionism. 

Theoretical explanations of human aging are more 

accurately categorized as middle-range theories rather than 

broad theoretical perspectives or "grand" theories. The 

middle-range theories or conceptual frameworks offering 



42 

formulas for "successful agingi' which have found acceptance 

in the field are as follows: activity theory, disengagement 

theory, discontinuity-identity crisis, exchange theory, 

personality-continuity theory; social integration, and 

the subculture of aging. 

Sherman wrote that our knowledge in sociology grows 

within three basic paradigms or theoretical approaches to 

sociological research. "The three 'Masters'--Durkheim, 

Weber, and Marx-- .•. are the respective fountainheads 

of the paradigms. 111 Durkheim's concept of sociology is 

nomological, to generate law-like knowledge; his works, 

along with those of Comte and Spencer, paved the way for 

present-day functionalist theory. Marx is considered the 

source of critical sociology with its object to study 

changes in the social world. Inherent in the economic 

structure of a society are the forces which will generate 

revolutionary class conflict. 2 This is the foundation of 

the conflict perspective. For Weber, the basic unit of 

society is the social relationship; his thesis is incor

porated into the social interactionism perspective. It 

appears that in sociology there have been no scientific 

1 
Lawrence w. Sherman, "Uses of the Masters," 

American Sociologi·st 9 (November 1974 l: 177. 

2 
Jonathan H. Turner, The Structure of Sociolo·gic·al 

Theory_ (Homewood, Ill.: The Dorsey Press J , p. 7 9'. -
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revolutions in the Kuhnian sense as these three theoretical 

perspectives have coexisted since t~e inception of each, 

with one or the other in ascendancy. At no time has one 

perspective completely superseded the other. 

An understanding of the broad theoretical perspec

tives and middle-range theories is needed to classify the 

content of the articles into the appropriate categories. 

The ensuing description is given in order to develop the 

coding categories. 

Functionalism 

The prime example of grand theory is the func

tionalist perspective, a perspective which is considered 

the most well established in sociology. Its roots are 

found in the works of Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, Malinowski, 

and Radcliffe-Brown, and its tenets borrow much from 

. 1 . 1 ' . l socio ogica organicism. The chief proponents who shaped 

the functionalist perspective in the United States are 

Parsons and Merton. A clear definition of functionalism 

is as follows: 

Functionalism is the analysis of social and 
cultural phenomena in terms of the functions they 

. 1 ran Whitaker, "The Nature and Value of Functionalism 
in Sociology·," Functionalism in the Social sc•ien·ces, Monograph 
No.s, Don Martindale, ed. (Philadelphia: American Academy 
of Political and Social Science, 1965}, p. 127. 
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perf arm in · a sociocultural system. In functionalism, 
society is conceived of as a system of interrelated 
parts in which no part can be understood in isolation 
from the whole. A change in any part is seen as 
leading to a certain degree of imbalance, which 
in turn results in changes in other parts of the 
system and to some extent to a reorganization of 
the system as a whole. The development.of func
tionalism was based on the model of the ~rganic 
system found in the biological sciences. 

In the 1950s functionalism was the paradigm most 

widely accepted in the United States as noted by Kingsley 

Davis, in his presidential address to the American 

Sociological Association in 1959. He stated that work done 

under the label of structural-functional analysis was not a 

special method but was synonymous with sociological 

1 . 2 ana ysis. The basic postulates of functionalism as stated 

by Van Den Berghe are as follows: 

1. Societies are looked at holistically as 
systems of interrelated parts. 

2. Hence, causation is multiple and reciprocal. 
3. Although integration is never perfect, social 

systems are fundamentally in a state of 
dynamic equilibrium. 

4. Dysfunctions, tensions, and 11 deviance 11 do 
exist and can persist for a long time, but they 
tend to resolve themselves or to be '' institu
tionalized" in the long run. While perfect 
equilibrium or integration is never reached, 

1George Theodorson and Achilles Theodorson, Modern 
Dictionary of Sociolo·gy [New York: Thomas Y. Crowell 
Company, 19 6 9 ) , p • 16 7 . 

2
Kingsley Davis, "The Myth of Functional Analysis 

as a Special Method in Sociology and Anthropology," 
American Soc•iological Review 24 (December 1959): 757. 
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it is the limit toward which social systems 
tend. 

5. Change generally occurs in a gradual, adjustive 
fashion, and not in a sudden, revolutionary 
way. Changes which appear to be drastic, in 
fact affect mostly the social superstructure 
while leaving the core elements of social and 
cultural structure largely unchanged. · 

6. Change comes from basically three sources: 
a. Adjustment of the system to exogenous 

("or extra-systemic change}; 
b. Growth through structural and functional 

differentiation; 
c. Inventions or innovations by members or 

groups within society. 
7. The most important and basic factor making for 

social integration i- value consensus, i.e., 
underlying the whole social and cultural 
structure, there are broad aims or principles 
which most members of a given social system 
consider desirable and agree on. Not only ·is 
the value system the deepest and most important 
source of integration, out it is also theimost 
stable element of socio-cultural systems. 

Whitaker divided the followers of functionalism into 

two categories: sociologists who study large social units, 

especially whole societies, are macrofunctionalists; those 

who study small groups are microfunctionalists. 2 He 

further distinguished within these classifications according 

to the purpose of the sociological inquiry. Sociologists 

concerned with descriptive inquiry--idiography--have close 

ties with social anthropology. Nomothetic inquiry dealing 

. 
1
Pierre L. Van Den Berghe, "Dialectic and Func-

tionalism," American Sociolo·gical Review 28 (October 1963): 
696. 

2
whitaker, "The Nature and Value of Functionalism," 

p~ 127. 
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with broader theoretical generalization is exemplified in 

the works of Parsons and Merton. 

Although functionalism, through Parsons and his 

students, has had more influence on academic sociology 

than any other sociological perspective, it has been subject 

to much critical evaluation. Martindale concisely 

summarized the limitations of functionalism as they appear 

to the nonfunctionalist as follows: 

1. a conservative ideological bias in favor of the 
status quo, 

2. a lack of methodological clarity relating to its 
affinity for teleological constructions of 
social life, 

3. a disproportional estil't'late of the role of closed 
systems in social life~ and 

4. a comparative failure to r,andle adequately the 
problem of social change. 

Disengagement theory 

Disengagement theory is the conceptual framework 

developed within the functionalist perspective which attempts 

to explain psychosocial aspects of aging. Promulgated by 

Cumming and Henry, the theory postulates a gradual, inevit

able, mutual withdrawal of the elderly· person and 

1oon Martindale, "Limits of and Alternatives to 
Functionalism in Sociology, Punctiona'lism in• the· Social 
Sciences, Monograph No. 5, Don Martindale, ed. (Philaaelphia: 
American Academy of Political and Socic!l Science, 19_65), · 
P. 156. 
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society.
1 

Society disengages from the older person in order 

to replace him with a more efficient member, and the 

individual disengages himself from some elements in the 

social system to which he belongs b~cause of an increased 

preoccupation with himself. The individual and the society 

prepare in advance for the ultimate inevitable disengagement, 

death. 

According to Rose, this fits the basic principle 

of functionalism, that society and the individual always 

accommodate themselves to the solid facts of existence. 

Society and the individual always seek to maintain equilib

rium and avoid disruption. 2 When death comes both society 

and the individual are prepared as the individual has 

already stripped himself of his life's functions and 

associations. Consequently, the death of an elderly person 

does not disrupt the equilibrium of a society as his 

function has already been filled by a younger person who 

should be able to carry on the job without interruption. 

During the process of disengagement the individual gradually 

gives up some of his previous roles, and the equilibrium 

1Elaine Cumming and William E. Henry, Growing Old: 
The Process of Disengagement (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 
1961) • 

2 h . 1 . Arnold Rose, "A Current T eoretica Issue in 
Social Gerontology," in Middle Age and Aging, ed. Bernice 
Neugarten (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), 
p. 185. 
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which previously existed between the individual and society 

is replaced by a new equilibrium with more limited social 

relationships. 

Cumming and Henry developed disengagement theory 

from the research findings of the Kansas City Study of 

Adult Life. This study was carried out over a fifteen

year period by a group of investigators from the Committee 

on Human Development at the University of Chicago. The 

sample population consisted of 172 men and women between 

the ages of fifty and seventy, and an additional quasi

sample of 107 people between seventy and ninety years of 

age. The sample excluded those who were chronically ill, 

Negroes, and those in the lowest and highest layers of the 

class structure. 1 

The theory, although comforting to its proponents 

(the term "mutual withdrawal" seems to ass·uage the respon

sibility of society for isolating the elderly), has its 

shortcomings. The first is whether the elderly's withdrawal 

from society is based on a subjective desire to withdraw 

or is a result of society's attitude toward aging. By 

excluding the elderly from certain activities in the social 

system and "devaluing" him, does society make it necessary 

for him to withdraw in order to protect himself? Another 

1
cumming and Henry,· Growing Old, pp. 229-235. 
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criticism is that not everyone thinks the same way; while 

one person may have a desire to be less concerned with 

the people around him and be willing to give up social 

roles, another might not. One person may have to disengage 

from various social interactions due to physical reasons 

while another person may be in excelient health. This 

factor of individual variability must be taken into account. 

Atchley has recognized several difficulties with 

the theory. 1 First it assumes that if certain norms are 

not reinforced they will become unimportant to the 

individual. This assumption is not necessarily true as 

evidenced by the importance some people attach to the 

Protestant work ethic long after they have ceased working. 

Secondly the theory does not account for the people who 

find their own particular occupation much more satisfying 

than the state of disengagement. A third point is that 

although the theory may be categorized as functional to 

society in that it replaces· a member who is inefficient or 

may become inefficient shortly with a more dependable, 

younger member of society, it does not hold true for the 

political institutions in the United States. Here the· 

normative pattern is to have statesmen who are middle-aged 

1 
Robert Atchley, Social Forces in Later Life 

(Belmont, Ca.: Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc., 1972), 
pp. 32-33. 
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or older--the average age of Senators being around fifty

eight. The theory appears to be more functional for some of 

our social institutions than for others. 

Maddox has pointed out that disengagement theory as 

originally put forward by Cumming and Henry tends to ignore 

the effects of the social structure _on the experience of 

th . d. . d 1 l e in 1v1 ua. Socioeconomic factors such as the 

inequality of access to "life chances, power, and prestige" 

which could influence a person's perspective are not taken 

into account, and the way a person's views on retirement 

might be influenced by his work history (whether he had an 

orderly career or disorderly work history} is not 

considered. Maddox emphasizes that Gumming and Henry 

were "inordinately preoccupied with aging as a function of 

biological decrement," and that biological determinism is 

2 
inadequate as an explanation of the aging process. The 

disengagement theory does not account for situational 

adjustments the individual might make. 

1George L. Maddox, "Sociological Perspectives in 
Gerontological Research," in Research, Planning and Action 
for the Elderly, eds. Donald P. Kent, Robert Kastenbaum, and 
Sylvia Sherwood (New York: Behavioral Publications, Inc., 
1972), p. 316. 

2
rbid., p. 319. 
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In spite of criticisms of disengagement theory, the 

theory has had a strong impact on the study of aging. 

Its original formulation has been revised and added to by 

1 its proponents. The discussions and empirical research 

generated by the theory have stimulated the development of 

new theories to enhance the · understanding of · "successful" 

aging. 

Conflict theory 

Conflict theory focuses on the inevitability of 

coercion and conflict within every social system in contrast 

to the functionalist approach which concentrates on the 

processes of equilibrium and integration maintaining the 

stability of society. Dahrendorf, a modern conflict 

theorist, clearly contrasted the basic tenets of the two 

perspectives as follows: 

A. Equilibrium-Integration Theory 
1. Every society is a relatively persistent, 

stable structure of elements 
2. Every society is a well-integrated structure 

of elements 
3. Every element in a society has a function, 

i.e., renders a contribution to its 
maintenance as a system 

4. Every functioning social structure is based 
on a consensus of values among its members 

. 1
Elaine Cumming, . "New Thoughts on the Theory of 

Disengagement," International Jour·nal o·f Psychiatry 6 
(July 1968): 53-75. 
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B. Coercion-Conflict Theory 
1. Every society is at every point subject to 

processes of change; social change is 
ubiquitous 

2. Every society displays at every point 
dissensus and conflict: social conflict 
is ubiquitous 

3. Every element in a society renders a contri
bution to its disintegration and change 

4. Every so~iety is based on the !oerci~n of 
some of its members by others. . 

Starting in the late 1950s, sociological criticism · 

was directed toward one of the major limitations of func

tional theory, the inability of the dominant structural-

2 functionalist perspective to account for social change. 

Sociologists were criticized for their interest in 

adjustment and maintaining the social structure when they 

should have been concerned with structural change. They 

attributed disequilibrium to tensions, strains, and 

psychological malfunctionings rather than to conflict. 

Some critics hailed conflict and the study of change as 

the "new sociology. 113 In actuality the conflict approach 

1 Ralf Dahrendorf, Class and Class Conflict in 
Industrial Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1959), pp. 161-162. 

2oavid Lockwood, "Some Remarks on 'The Social 
System, 1

" British Journal of Sociology 7 (June 1956) .: 134-
146. Ralf Dahrendorf, "Out of Utopia Toward a Reorientation 
of Sociological Analysis," American Journal of Sociology 
64 (September 1958): 115-127. 

3 
Turner, The Structure of Sociological Theory, 

p. 79. 
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has a long and rich tradition in the history of social 

thought and can be traced as far back as the ancient Greek 

dramas. 

Conf_lict theory has its more recent roots in the 

works of Karl Marx and Georg Sinnnel whose writings were 

reformulated in the 1960s by Ralf Dahrendorf and Lewis 

Coser, respectively. Marx, followed by Dahrendorf, 

represents the school of dialectic conflict theory which 

emphasizes the divisiveness of conflict, while Sinnnel and 

Coser adhere to the school of conflict functionalism, 

stressing the integrative consequences of conflict. 

For Simmel and Coser conflict is a form of social

ization. Groups require disharmony as well as harmony in 

order to become cohesive entities. 

Far from being necessarily dysfunctional, a certain 
degree of conflict is an essential element in 
group formation and to persistence of group life. 
Society is held together by consensus, 1inter
dependence, sociability, and coercion. 

While conflict processes are ubiquitous, according to Coser, 

they do not necessarily lead to social change. 

The major assumptions of Marx and Dahrendorf are 

that social systems generate conflict, and conflict is 

manifested in the extreme differences in interests of 

1Lewis easer, The Funct;ons o·f Social Conflict 
(Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press; 1956J, p. 31. 
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various groups. For Marx conflict most frequently occurs 

over the distribution of scarce resources, the most 

important of which is power. The economic forces in society 

generate class conflicts which are dialectical: as classes 

become polarized, the dominant class is overthrown by the 

underprivileged class, resulting in a new set of opposed 

. 1 
interests. 

Dahrendorf's interpretation of conflict, which he 

applies to industrial societies, rests on the position the 

individual occupies in the social structure according to 

the degree of authority invested in that position. Social 

order is sustained by processes giving form to authority 

relations in the different types of imperatively coordinated 

2 
associations present in all strata of the social system. 

The differential distribution of authority and power results 

in occupants of certain positions having the right to 

coerce others with less authority. The positions are those 

of the ruler and the ruled. Both Marx and Dahrendorf 

postulate that conflict is the major source of change in 

the social system. 

1 Turner, Structure of S-oci'olo•gic•a·1 Theory, pp. 79-80. 

2
Ibid., p. 93. 
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The aged as a subculture and the d°iscontinuity

identity crisis are the two middle-range theories of aging 

which can fit into the conflict perspective. These two 

theories may be classified also in the social interactionist 

perspective depending on the treatment of the subject by 

the author. 

Subculture of ag~ng. This theory postulates that the 

aged are acquiring a group identification which is trans

forming them from a social category into a social group with 

a shared awareness that they are subject to certain 

deprivations because they are old and a shared resentment 

of these deprivations. In a subculture the members interact 

with each other more than they do with people in other 

categories because they have a common feeling for each 

other based on mutual friendships, background, and interests. 

To some extent the members of the subculture are excluded 

from interaction with other social groups. Often they 

are discriminated against because they share a visible, 

undesired trait. In applying this definition to the aged, 

the common feeling or positive affinity the elderly have for 

each other is based on such elements .as similar physical 

limitations, similar historical experiences, a shared 
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rejection by younger age groups, and a devaluation of their 

status in terms of income and power. The "aging-group 

consciousness" grows out of the self-conception that one 

belongs to the category of "elderly," the realization 

that one has to disengage from certain roles, and the 

joining of some kind of recreational or other expressive 

association in which one interacts with people of the same 

age. Older people then start to talk about taking social 

action to correct social ills. 1 

The idea that older people constitute a minority 

group can be placed under this rubric, as it is closely 

related. According to this conceptualization, the majority 

hold negative stereotypes and cliches about the aged based 

on visible biological and social characteristics. The 

aged accept most of the stigmatizing images and react with 

the self-hate characteristic of other minority groups. 

They are forced to interact with each other due to the 

majority's negative response to anyone old. 

Critical evaluation of the theory points out, 

first, that the elderly have not shown a readiness to 

organize as an identifiable pressure group which suggests 

1
Arnold Rose, "The Subculture of the Aging, A 

Topic for Sociological Research," in Middle Age and Aging, 
ed. Bernice Neugarten ~hicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1968), pp. 29-34. 
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they lack a sense of identification as a minority group. 

Most older people are reluctant to identify themselves 

with the aged and dissociate t_hemselves from their peers 

publicly. 1 Second, there is no evidence of interaction 

among the elderly which cuts across social class lines. 

In arguing that the aged are not a minority subculture 

Streib wrote: 

Viewing the aged as a minority group does not 
clarify their social role in our soc1ety. The 
aged do not share a distinct and separate culture; 
membership in the group defined as "aged" is not 
exclusive and permanent, but awaits all members of 
our society who live long enough. 2 

Discontinuity-identity crisis. The theory states 

that when people are forced to retire, they lose their 

source of identity--the role associated with their work. 

The continuity of their life style is broken, and they are 

forced into a "roleless-role" because of pressures of 

compulsory retirement, a youth-oriented society, and a lack 

of opportunities for self-employment. The loss of prestige 

and status associated with the occupational role causes a 

breakdown in the individuals' social identity. causing an 

1 rrving Rosow, Socialization to Old Age (Berkeley, 
Ca., University of Calitornia Press, 1!741, p. 76. 

2
Gordon F. Streib, "Are the Aged a Minority 

Group," in Middle Age and Aging, pp. 37-45. 
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"identity crisis. 111 Even though retirement is an earned 

right, the feeling -is prevalent that people are given this 

"reward" because they no longer are able to fulfill·their 

work role efficiently. Participation in leisure activities 

in place of work is not accepted as a legitimate source of 

self-respect or identity. Therefore, individuals faced 

with this change in social position cannot achieve a new 

satisfactory identity. 

Arguments disputing the usefulness of this theory 

question the centrality of the work role as a culture

universal. In this age of technology work is no longer a 

primary source of satisfaction to many types of workers. 

A specific time to retire is built into the work role. 

The main problem in retirement is the economic aspect 

rather than the loss of work and the identity it provides.
2 

Social interactionism 

Martindale credits conflict theory as shifting the 

conception of society "as a big tame animal" to the view 

1stephen J. Miller, "The Social Dilemma of the Aging 
Leisure Participant," in Older People and Their Social 
Worlds, eds. Arnold M. Rose and· w. Peterson (Philadelphia: 
F. A. Davis Company, 1965), pp. 77-92. 

2 , • f ' II ' Juanita M. Kreps, "The Econonu.cs o Aging, in 
The Future of Aging and the Aged, ed. George L. Maddox 
(Atlanta, Ga.: SNPA Foundation Seminar Books, 1971), p. 12. 
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that society needs to be analyzed according to "infinitely 

variable relations of groups. 111 He states that the conflict 

theorists even brought forward, " .• ~ the problem of the 

social shaping of the individual." 2 The next logical 

development was the study of the social relationships or 

interactions of individuals. ~he social interaction 

perspective appeared as a combination of the early twentieth 

century tradition of social psychology with that of the 

work of the German sociologist Max Weber. Social inter) 

actionism is the general category used here to include 

Weberian social action theory, symbolic interactionism, 

role theory, and exchange theory. 

Social action theory 

According to Wener, "sociology is a science which 

attempts the interpretive understanding of social action in 

order thereby to arrive at a causal explanation of its 

course and effect. 113 The basic unit of analysis is 

the meaningful social action. Individual actions are 

1oon Martindale, The Nature and Types of Socio
logical Theory (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1960), 
P. 2 06. 

2 rbid., p. 207. 

3 Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic 
Organization (New York: oxford University Press, . 1947}, 
P. 88. 
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motivated by the subjective meanings associated with every 

act. Human action can be understood by penetrating the 

subjective meanings that actors attach to their own 

behavior and to the behavior of others. Verstehen is the 

concept Weber used to describe the process of interpretation 

involved in arriving at the meaning of the act • . The 

subjective meaning of an activity can be understood through 

empathy and a reliving of the experience. The int_erpretative 

explanation, however, must become a causal explanation if 

sociology is to be considered a science. 1 

Symbolic interaction 

"The interactionist perspective focuses primarily 

on the processes involved in creating, maintaining, and 

changing social relationships among individuals. 112 Charles 

Cooley, w. I. Thomas, and George Mead were the three figures 

most closely associated with this theory which was extended 

and elaborated by Herbert Blumer. Although these theorists 

may have emphasized different concepts, there are shared 

solutions which characterize their school of thought. Its 

followers are concerned with processes of symbolic 

York: 

1Lewis Coser, Masters of sociological Thought (New 
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, Inc., 19'71l, pp. 220-221. 

2 Turner, Structure of Sociological Theory, p. 310. 
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interaction as meaningful processes among persons~ The 

individual and society are conceptualized as inseparable 

and interdependent units. The underlying assumptions of 

the perspective are as follows: 

1. Man is not a social animal at birth. A child 

must be nurtured in the "ways of mankind" 

2. Human beings are born into a· social context; 

society and its norms are taken as a reality 

3. The basic concern is with the process of social 

interaction--its various forms and its consequences for 

organized human conduct 

4. It is assumed that the individual is both an 

actor and a reactor. Each man has his own idiosyncratic 

contribution to make 

5. There is a rational motive force behind both 

individual maturation and societal evolution 

6. The investigator must see the world from the point 

of view of the subject of his investigation1 

Role theory 

"For role theorists, the social world is viewed as 

a network of variously interrelated positions or statuses 

1calvin J. Larson, · Major Theme·s in Sociological 
Theory (New York: David McKay Company, Inc., 1973), pp. 
117-118. 
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within which individuals enact roles." 1 There are certain 

expectations and norms which the individual feels incumbent 

to follow according to his social milieu. This network of 

statuses and norms comprises the social organization of 

a society. The individual's enactment of his role is 

governed not only by the norms and expectations but also 

by his own self-conceptions and skills.and by the reactions 

of other members of the society to the way he plays his 

part. These reactions constitute a frame of reference 

which guides the individual's behavior. 

While the perspectives of role theory and symbolic 

interactionism overlap, Turner views the distinction 

between the two as being the difference between acting in 

a theater and being participants in a game.
2 

In role 

theory interaction is "structured by the script, directors, 

other actors, and the audience," while symbolic inter

actionists visualize interaction "in terms of the strategic 

adjustments and readjustments of players in a game." The 

focus is on the way the players interact to "create, 

maintain, and change the rules of the game. 113 

p. 161. 

1 Turner, The Structure of S'ociological Theory, 
¥ 

2
rbid., p. 177. 3rbid., pp. 177-178. 
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Exchange theory 

The basic assumption underlying exchange theory is 

that interaction between individuals or groups is based on 

a social process from which both parties expect to benefit. 

Homans explained elementary human social behavior as 

follows: 

Social behavior is an exchange of goods, material 
goods but also non-material ones, such as symbols 
of approval or prestige. Persons that give much to 
others try to get much from them, and persons that 
get much from others are under pressure to give much 
to them. This process of influence tends to york 
out at equilibrium to a balance in exchanges. · 

Individuals or collectivities attempt to maximize rewards 

and minimize costs. They will continue an interaction as 

long as the actors "profit" from the interaction, meaning 

they find the rewards greater than the costs. The theory 

of exchange contrasts with the functionalist view that a 

pattern of interaction is maintained because it fulfills 

a socially required need or it follows the expected norms. 

Social interactionism in aging 

The central theme of the interactionist perspective 

applied to the sociology of aging is that life changes 

require major adjustments of people. In the lifelong 

1George Homans, "Social Behavior as Exchange," 
American Journal of Sociology 63 (May 1958}; 606. 
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process of socialization new ways or alternative ways of 

enacting roles in society must be learned. Concepts such 

as "adjustment," "role changes,'' "loss of. roles," and 

"changing self-concept," borrowed from symbolic inter

actionist theory, are basic to the middle-range theories 

categorized in the social interactionism framework. These 

are activity theory, social integration theory, socio

environmental theory of aging, aging as exchange, and 

personality-continuity theory. 

Activity theory 

The common theory of aging found in lay literature 

and in the earliest social-psychological studies of aging 

holds that old people are happiest and best adjusted when 

busy. Activity theory suggests the relationship between 

the social system and the personal system remains fairly 

stable as an individual passes from the status of middle age 

into the status of old age. Older people should continue 

in old age to hold the same nonns they did in middle age. 

The essence of the theory is that there is a positive 

relationship between activity and life satisfaction. The 

greater the role loss, the lower the life satisfaction.
1 

1 Bruce w. Lemon, Vern L. Bengston, and James A. 
Peterson, "Exploration of the Activity Theory of Aging: 
Activity Types and Life Satisfaction Among Movers to a 
Retirement Community," · Journal of Gerontology 27 (October 
1972): 519. 
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For successful aging people should continue to do much the 

same in their later years as they did in their middle years. 

Elderly people like to think of themselves as "middle aged" 

and want to keep their middle-aged roles. When there is a 

role loss or role change such as retirement, widowhood, 

or failing health, older people should compensate by 

increasing activity in other spheres or with other people. 

Activity theory assumes the need for continued activity 

throughout life; the elderly can successfully adjust to the 

aging process by replacing lost roles with new useful roles. 

A limitation to activity theory is that it fails 

to consider the variability of old age. One person may be 

chronologically old, yet be in good health and have the 

energy to take on new roles while another person may not. 

The theory excludes the concepts relating to previous 

life style and to personality attributes of the individual.-

Social integration theory 

Social integration theory is based on Rosow's 

premise that the most significant problems of older people 

are intrinsically social, and the basic issue in successful 

aging is their social integration. Social integration 

concerns the individual's connection with the total social 

system including its institutions, sub-systems, reciprocal 
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relations, and functional connections between structures. 1 

In spite of social structural· emphasis, the theory is 

classified here as social interaction in that the crux 

of Rosow's premise is the need for socialization to an 

aged role. 

People are integrated within the social system 

through the network of their social values, their social 

roles, and their formal and informal group memberships. 

Rosow found almost no evidence that people's values or 

beliefs change specifically as a result of aging. 

Generational differences are explicable as a function of 

different historical experiences and differential 

socialization rather than of aging in itself. 2 While the 

elderly remain integrated in terms of their values and 

beliefs, they are alienated from significant social 

participation due to social role loss and a drastic decline 

in group memberships. To the extent older people can 

preserve their middle-aged patterns in these areas, they 

can maintain the basis of their social integration. If 

their lives do change and they cannot maintain their previous 

York: 
1 rrving Resow, Social Integration of the Aged (New 

Free Press, 1967), pp. 8-30. 

2 
Resow, Socialization to. Old Age, p. 29. 
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patterns, their integration may be undermined. The 

disruption of their life styles is the crucial factor; the 

greater the amount of disruption, the greater the risk of 

low morale and· alienation from society. Losses of social 

roles in areas such as marital status, employment, health, 

income, .and loss of group memberships steadily weaken 

social integration. These losses are virtually irreversible 

and deprive the older person of participation in the social 

system. Rosow characterized the dilermna of old age as 

follows: 

The elderly want to remain relatively young, but 
the society will not let them. In this impasse, 
older people refuie to acknowledge and accept 
their social age. With no incentives or compelling 
pressures from the culture to embrace their age 
and no meaningful norms by which to live, they 
simply are not socialized to an aged role. 

The norms that do operate for older people focus for the 

most part on intergenerational family ties. 

To lessen the alienation of the elderly Rosow 

proposed specific conditions in our society which would 

be conducive to the development of new norms and roles 

leading to the social reintegration of older people. These 

are as follows: (1) the insulation of the elderly from 

other age groups and (2) the concentration of socially 

similar older persons within a local setting, preferably 

1
rbid., p. 148. 
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residential. By organizing life largely within homogeneous 

peer groups, the strain of invidious self-images and 

devalued status might be reduced. The isolating effects 

of the attrition of social roles might be eased through 

new friendships and informal organizations as the social 

opportunities for interaction would be increased. By 

reducing contact with younger people, old people could 

develop viable standards. There would be group support in 

time of illness, new role sets, and a positive reference 

group. This would overcome the stigma of aging and promote 

new self-images. 1 

One critique of these proposals is that they ignore 

the important role of family and kin relationships in old 

age. Since the family network plays a major role in the 

social integration of the aged, it is questionable if close 

association with peers would be more satisfying to the 

elderly than continued contact with younger people. 

Socioenvironmental theory 
of aging 

In an attempt to explain variations in behavior of 

the elderly for which both disengagement and activity 

theory fail to provide answers, Gubrium has proposed a 

1
rbid., pp. 156-158. 
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socioenvironmentaltheory of aging. 1 He considers two 

aspects of the environment of the older person, the 

individual context and the social context, which together 

influence the morale and degree of life satisfaction of 

the elderly. In the individual context a person's 

potential for activity is influenced by his state of health, 

his economic well-being, and the social support he has 

from friends and relatives. In the social context a 

person's actions are linked to the environment in which he 

lives and are influenced by the age of the people around 

him and their expectations of what he can do. If there is 

a congruence between what people expect of themselves and 

what others expect of them, they will feel satisfied with 

themselves. Gubrium proposes that people who have high 

individual resources (good health, adequate income, and 

social support) will .have high morale when living in an 

age-heterogeneous situation; people with low individual 

resources will have high morale when living in an age

homogeneous situation. People with high individual 

resources living in an age-conc·entrated situation will be 

dissatisfied because they have the capacity to be more 

active than their neighbors, while people with low 

1 Jaber F. Gubrium, "Toward a. Socioenvironmental 
Theory of Aging," Gerontologist 12 (Autumn 19721: 281""'284. 
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individual resources will be unhappy living in an age

heterogeneous environment because they cannot keep up with 

others in their locale. · 

This theory dovetails with Rosow's proposal that 

the elderly are more satisfied when living with their peers 

than when living in a neighborhood with younger people. 

Gubrium's thesis gives an explanation why Rosow's proposal 

is not always a satisfactory solution. 

The socioenvironmental approach to aging was first 

emphasized in Otto Pollak's 1948 report to the Social 

Science Research Council. 1 It is only in the last few 

years, however, that there is renewed interest in this 

appro.ach. 2 

Aging as exchange 

In searching for a theory in social gerontology as 

an alternative to disengagement and activity theories, 

James J. Dowd has advanced a theory of aging within the 

framework of exchange theory. 3 According to Dowd both the 

1 George L. Maddox and James Wiley, 0 Scope, Concepts 
and Methods in the Study of Aging," in• 'Handbook of Aging and 
the Social Sciences, eds. Robert H. Binstock and Ethel 
Shanas (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1976), 
p. 8. 

2Ibid. 

3James J. Dowd, "Aging as Exchange: A Preface to 
Theory," Journal of Gerontology 30 (May 1975): 584-594. 
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disengagement and activity approaches have failed to 

recognize that decreased social interaction in old age is 

a result not only of lowered income, impaired health, 

and widowhood, " •.. but also of an intricate process of 

exchange between society and the aged resulting from their 

power-dependent relationship. 111 

In exchange theory power is viewed as being derived 

from imbalances in social exchange. One actor in the 

social exchange is not able to reciprocate a rewarding 

behavior and becomes dependent upon the other actor, giving 

2 him a power advantage. There are four generalized power 

resources: money, approval, esteem or respect, and 

compliance. The aging have a decrease. in their power 

resources and have little to exchange which is of value~ 

therefore, they are unable to enter into balanced exchange 

relations with other groups. Their skills are often 

outmoded, and-the resource they have left to offer is 

compliance, such as compliance to management in stepping down 

to a less responsible position, a decrease in salary, and 

eventually to retirement. In personal relationships it 

may be an exchange of compliance to a married child for 

room and board. It is the economic and social dependence 

1
Ibid., p. 586. 

2 
Robert Bierstedt, "Review of Blau 1• s Excha,.nge and 

Power in Social Life," American Sociolo•gical Review 30 
(October 1965): 789-790. 
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of the elderly which is the source of society's power 

advantage. "From an exchange perspective, then, the 

problems of aging are essent:ially problems of decreasing 

1 power resources." If the aged had more power resources, 

they would have more to exchange; this would increase their 

daily social interaction. A higher level of education for 

future aged cohorts, increased public concern over pension 

funds and social security payments, and a higher socio- · , 

economic status of the aged would result in a more balanced 

exchange relation between the elderly and society.
2 

Personality-continuity theory 

Developmental theory of adult personality and 

continuity theory are combined in this study as personality

continuity theory. Although this theory is psychological 

rather than sociological in nature, it is included here in 

the social interaction perspective because sociologists 

concerned with aging have used the theory for a frame of 

reference for their research work. Aging is not a static 

phenomenon that comes toward the end of one's life, but is 

one of the developmental phases of life and is influenced 

by a person's physiology, psychologic capacities, and the 

1
Dowd, "Aging as Exchange," p. 5 90. 

2
Ibid., p. 592. 
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socioeconomic and cultural environment in which he lives and 

to which he reacts. 

Erik Erikson recognized aging as the last of eight 

stages of ego development. At various points in the life 

cycle the individual is faced with a basic developmental 

task which he must meet and solve. In late adulthood the 

individual ego faces a "choice or crisisn of accepting his 

life "as having been inevitable, appropriate, and 

meaningful." This acceptance gives a sense of ego integrity 

as opposed to nonacceptance of this late stage which can 

lead to feeling a sense of despair or fear of death. 

Erikson pointed out both the uniqueness of each phase of the 

life cycle and the fact that each phase must have continuity 

with all other phases. 1 This idea relates to continuity 

theory which postulates that a person's life-long experiences 

influence his personality and give a consistent pattern to 

that individual's behavior thro.ugho-ut the life cycle. 

Therefore, different people adapt to aging in different ways 

because they each maintain continuity· in their habits, 

preferences, and associations which becomes part of their 

personality. 2 

Middle 

1
Erik H. Erikson, "Generativity and Ego Integrity," 

Age and Aging, p. 85 • 
.. 2 

Atchley, Social Forces in Late·r Life, pp. 35-36. 
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In a discu~sion of personality and patterns of aging 

Havighurst concluded: 

The relationships between level of activity and life 
satisfaction are influenced also oy personality type, 
particularly by th.e extent to which the individual 
remains able to integrate emotional and rational 
elements of personality. Of the . three dimensions on 
which we have data--activity·, satisfaction and 
personality--personality seems to be the pivotal 
dimension in describing patterns of aging and in 
predicting relationshiis between level of activity 
and life satisfaction. 

Personal sati~faction with past and present life is a sound 

resource for the individual's adaptation to the aging 

process. Aging is a process of oath continuity and change. 

A person adapts to developmental events over time according 

to individual variations in personality, preferences, and 

unique experience. 

The alternative explanations or theories of human 

aging reviewed are not necessarily exclusive or exhaustive. 

One theme may overlap with another~· and there is no single 

mode of adaptation to aging which canoe empirically 

justified as the solution to "successful aging." The 

theories discussed, however, are the major current explana~ 

tions of the social aspects of aging. The description of 

these theories provides the framework for codifying the 

1Robert J. Havighurst, "Personality and Patterns of 
Aging,"~. Geronto'logi•st 8 (March 19.68 r: 23. 
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content of the articles into categories which , identify the 

sociological perspective and the middle-range theory of 

aging presented in the article. 

Methodological Issues· •in 
S"ocial Gerontol'o'gy 

Research in gerontology is concerned with how, why, 

and the extent to which a person changes over time, ·and the 

impact of these changes on his physical condition, his 

economic and social life, and his ties to the social 

structure. Two of the determinants of the paradigmatic 

status of the sociology of aging are the shared agreement in 

the field regarding methodology and techniques used in 

research studies concerned with human aging. The content of 

the articles written by sociologists in thaGerontologist 

and the Journal of Gerontology are categoriz~d according to 

classifications which identify these two determining factors. 

The classifications are detailed in chapter III. In this 

section of chapter II several methodological issues are 

described to provide information intrinsic to the nature of 

research in the study of aging. Since aging is a process, 

an ongoing activ_ity occurring in time, it presents a 

challenge to the researcher to find the scientific 

methodology needed to assemole empirical facts which can fit 
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into a theoretical framework explaining the phenomenon 

of aging. 

Research Problems 

The problems encountered in gerontological research 

are numerous. Even though people are of the same age 

chronologically, the way· they age is far .from uniform. As 

noted previously, biological, psychological, and social 

factors all affect the process of ag~ng. The three variables 

of generational experience, situational experience, and the 

aging process itself all sho-uld be considered in studying 

the aged. Since the effects of these variables may be 

interwoven, it is difficult to disentangle the interactions 

in order to measure the effects of each on the aged. Since 

the 1930s research designs have become increasingly more 

sophisticated in the attempt to meas~re the nature of aging. 

Research Designs 

In designing a research study, among the factors 

considered are the time span of the research, the setting, 

and where to obtain the sample. To be considered also are 

new developments in research techniques for the purpose of 

relating the events in a personrs past to the way a person 

reacts to age-related changes. 
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Time span 

The time factor in the study is approached by use of 

a cross-sectional design, a longitudinal design, or a 

pseudo longitudinal design. 

Cross-sectional studies. Cross-sectional studies 

were the basic research designs from the 1930s to the early 

1950s, and this type of design still dominates the research 

in the field. 1 Data are collected at one point in time from 

a representative sample of the population in which the 

researcher is interested. rnforrnation concerning age-changes 

is derived from a comparison of people from different age 

groups. This method is a comparatively quick and economical 

way to gather data, but it does not account for differences 

in historical experiences among the groups. 

Longitudinal studies. Longitudinal studies in which 

data are collected at different points in time enable the 

researcher to study changes over time, and the studies yield 

significant data on the process of aging. The basic 

longitudinal designs are trend studies, panel studies, and 

cohort studies. 2 

_ lBill D. Bell, ed. "' Contemp·or·ary, ,so·c•ia:1 G'e·ronto'lo,y 
(Springfield, Ill. : Charles C. Thomas, 1976")., p. 4 05. 

Ca.: 
·2 Earl R. Babbie, Survey Resea·rch Methods (.Belmont, 

Wadsworth Publishing Company·, rnc., 1973) , p. 63. 
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In trend studies a population is studied at 

different points in time. Different people may be in the 

sample, but it represents the same general population at 

different times. Panel studies survey the same sample of 

people at set intervals of time. Cohort studies look at 

the same population (born at the same time) each time the 

data are collected, although the people sampled are not the 

same. A cohort, as defined in the study of aging, is an 

aggregate of individuals who were born during the same time 

1 interval and who therefore age together. 

Pseudo longitudinal studies. Pseudo longitudinal 

studies approximate longitudinal studies by comparing 

cohorts in successive cross-sectional surveys. Each cohort 

encounters a different and unique set of historical 

experiences and social and environmental effects. Through 

secondary analysis of cross-sectional surveys, a cohort 

can be followed over time, and changes due to aging can be 

measured without being confounded by differing generational 

experiences. This type of research saves time and money 

compared to trend and panel studies. 

1Matilda White Riley, Marilyn Johnson, and Anne 
Foner, Aging and Society Volume Three: A Sociology of Age 
Stratification (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 19721, 
p. 9. 
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Problems in longitudinal studi·es. The paucity of 

trend and panel studies i~ attributable to several factors. 

1. Longitudinal studies are more expensive than 

cross-sectional studies as they involve more time 

2. It is difficult to maintain continuity with the 

same sample population over time. There is always a problem 

of attrition as people may move and not leave a forwarding 

address, they may refuse to cooperate in later studies, 

or they may be lost through illness or death 

3. The sample which remains may not be repre

sentative considering that the "most fit" survive 

4. The funds available for the study may be 

dissipated 

5. It is difficult to keep continuity of investi

gators as their interests may change and they may seek 

other employment 

6. Research techniques may change over time and 

what is relevant in one period may be out-of-date ten 

years later1 

There are some problems peculiar to cohort studies. Among 

the limitations to cohort analysis are the following: 

. 1 James Birren, "Principles of Research in Aging," 
in_Middle Age and Aging, ed. Bernice Neugarten (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1968T, p. 549. 
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1. There is a cumulation of sampling error and 

sampling bias through the use of a series of cross-sectional 

surveys 

2. A mortality problem exists as· changes in the 

composition of the cohort occur as new people come i .nto the 

population due to migration and other people are lost through 

death 

3. The available data for secondary analysis may 

not include the variables specific to the problem in which 

the researcher is interested1 

Setting 

Since aging is a cultural as well as a biological 

process, the way members of a society adapt to aging depends 

on their own self-perception and the cultural value-judgments 

made in their society of the inherent worth of any one 

segment of life over another. These judgments may vary 

from culture to culture and from nation to nation, yet most 

of the aged in all societies whether developing societies 

or modern industrial societies share certain basic universal 

needs and interests. Cross-national studies are another 

type of res·earch which is recommended for the study of aging. 

1william M. Evan, "Cohort Analysis of Survey Data;, 
A ~r'?ced~e for Studying Long-term Opinion Change,, .. , ·pu·b:Lic 
Opinion Quarterly 23 (19'59}: 70..-.72. 
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Cross-national and comparative research studies try to 

establish which aspects of behavior of the elderly are 

independent of cultural settings or how differences in · 

behavior are the result of differences in cultural settings. 1 

The settings for the research studies may differ. 

The data for research may be derived from studies made in 

the United States or foreign countries~· or may be comparative 

studies using both the United States and other countries. 

Sample. 

Social research always involves the problem of 

obtaining a representative sample and the expense and time 

involved in securing a random sample. Sampling problems 

are magnified in research in human aging. There are no 

captive research groups available such as schools in a 

study of adolescents, and there are no overall lists of the 

"elderly" available to the public. · If a captive research 

group is used such as a veteran's hospital or a nursing 

home, the population is not representative, and the results 

of the study cannot be generalized to the population of 

aged. Adults are not willing subjects and may be suspicious 

or excessively cautious; furthermore, those who do volunteer 

to be subjects are different from the general population by 

1Ethel Shanas, "Gerontology- and the Social and 
Behavioral Sciences: Where Do We Go From · Here?" 
Gerontologist 15 (December 1975): 501. 
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the very fact that they are willing to volunteer. The 

problem of survival bias is present because, as noted in 

longitudinal studies, the people who are alive to be 

questioned are the result of "survival of the fittest." 

Contemporary approaches to 
research 

Two major research themes ~ave dominated research 

in aging in the last ten years: these are life'""span studies 
. 1 

and studies of the social integration of the aged. 

Life-span studies deal with the problem of change over time 

as a person ages--changes in the social system and changes 

in the personal system. Studies of aging and integration 

concentrate on the network of relationships which link the 

aged with society. 

Life-span studies. The approach to the study of the 

aging process in life~span studies is that developmental 

change is not restricted to any specific age, but is 

continuous over the life span. One notable life-span study 

was started in 1955 at Duke University and is still going on. 

It is a panel study of persons who were sixty years and 

over at the time the study was started. 2 These studies 

take into account influences of the environment and 

l Tb id. , p • 4 9 9 • 2 Ibid • , p. 5 0 0 • 



83 

conversely what the person contributes to the environment. 

To circumvent some of the problems · inherent in panel studies, 

Schaie has constructed a model to. study changes over time 

which takes advantage of cohort analysis. The model 

considers three variables: age at time of measurement, the 

time period at which the observations are taken, and the 

date of birth of the cohort. 1 In this way the design of 

cross-sectional and panel studies can be linked together, 

thus reducing the time necessary for panel observations. 

Changes due to aging can be measured by observing the same 

cohort at different periods of time. 

Baltes and Schaie have developed several different 

models to measure developmental changes in the life span. 

Although these researchers consider the use of these models 

as still in its infancy, they hope that the models will 

prove helpful in disentangling the effects of age, cohort, 

d . 2 an environment. 

1 George L. Maddox and James Wiley, "Scope ·,: Concepts, 
and Methods," p. 20. 

2Paul B. Baltes and K. Warner Schaie, "On Life-Span 
Developmental Research Paradigms: Retrospects and 
Prospects," in Life-Span DeveloBa7ntal Psych<:'logy, eds~ 
Paul B. Baltes and K. Warner Sc aie (New York: Academic 
Press, 1973), p. 393. 
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Social integration studies. Through social inte

gration a person is located in the social system and relates 

to others in the system. Research in aging in this area 

focuses on losses of social roles and gr.cup memberships in 

kin relationships, in work, and in friendships. These 

studies contribute to the understanding of how social 

integration takes place in later life. 

An important factor to consider in these studies, 

as in life-span studies, is how elements in the social 

system encroach upon the individual as he ages, thus 

affecting his self-concept. Schwartz and Proppe emphasize 

the need to study the "environmental transactions and 

contributions" which cause the aging individual to lose 

control in some degree over his internal and external 

environment. They object to the lack of study of environ

mental variations, and they call for applied research aimed 

at ameliorating the conditions of the aged. 1 

Two recent research studies have added to the 

understanding of the effect of the environment on the aging 

individual. Rosow's work, Social Inte·gration of the AWed, 

deals with the effect of the environment on the values, 

1Arthur N. Schwartz and Hans G. Proppe, "Toward 
Person/Environment Transactional Research in Aging," in 
C<:'ntemporary Social Gerontology·, ed. Bill D. Bell (Spring
field, Ill.: Charles C. Thomas, 1976}, pp. 433-437. 
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social roles, and group memberships of the elderly. 1 Riley, 

Johnson, and Foner inquire into the differentiation of 

social relations and the distribution of societal resources 

according to age stratificatio~. 2 

Sociologists explore areas pertinent to the relation

ship between the aging person and society. The difficulties 

in measuring changes over time, the effects of social 

interaction, developmental changes, generational differ

ences, and environment variations present a myriad of 

problems for the social researcher. The research character

istics of the articles written by sociologists in the 

Gerontologist and the Journal of Geronto·lmJy are categorized 

to ascertain if there are preferred methodologies and 

techniques in the field. 

S'ubject Areas 

The fourth determinant of the paradigmatic status 

of the sociology of aging is the problem areas in the study 

of human aging with which sociologists are concerned. The 

subject areas which sociologists select to study are 

indicators of the problems considered important by scientists 

in the field. 

1 Rosow, Social Integration of the Ag·ed. 

2
Riley, Johnson, and Foner, Aging and so·ciety. 
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A description of the questions or problem areas 

being studied is needed to define the field. The overall 

problem _is what happens to human beings socially as they age. 

However, the sociology of aging would not have attained the 

status of a scientific specialty area if· the scope of the 

subject matter did not warrant an investigation of different 

problem areas within this general topic. 

The use of problem areas as a determinant of 

paradigmatic status is found in Lodahl and Gordon's study 

of the structure of scientific fields~ 1 · In operationalizing 

the paradigm concept one of the questions they asked faculty 

members in physical and social science departments was what 

areas they thought should be included in the content of 

survey courses in their particular field. High agreement 

as to content was taken as an .indicator of a field's having 

high paradigm development. In their study a criterion of 

whether a field is a high or low paradigm scienc_e is the 

amount of agreement within .it. The degree o·f consensus or 

sharing of beliefs within a scientific field about theory, 

methodology, techniques, and problems is for Lodahl and 
2 Gordon the essence of the paradigm concept. 

1Janice Beyer Lodahl and Gerald Gordon, "The 
Structure of Scientific Fields ·and the Functioning of 
University Graduate Departments," American Sociological 
Review 37 (February 1972}: 60. 

2 Ibid • , p . 5 8 . 
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In Effrat's attempt to analyze the paradigmatic 

status of sociology he interprets Kuhn's definition of a 

paradigm as a perspective that includes the following: 

(1) an indication of what are important and 
researchable questions or problems, (2} general 
explanatory principles· or answers to these 
questions, (3) "praxis-oriented exemplars" and 
models for conceptualizing and solving scientific 
puzzles, l4} criteria for what are-appropriate 
data, methodologies, and instruments, and (5) an 
axiology (or value orientations), epistemology· 
and ontology that underlie and ground all the 
above. 

The four components used in the present study to determine 

the paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging--theory, 

methodology, techniques, and problem areas--are included 

in Effrat's definition. 

To operationalize the concept of problem areas in a 

content analysis approach, it is necessary to set up 

categories in which to classify the areas. Any scheme of 

categories is subject to dispute as to the number of 

categories and the appropriateness of a category. A broad 

classification with categories such as people, organizations, 

environment, and technology would reveal little information 

about the actual problem areas; a narrow classification with 

many topical areas might result in nothing more than a 

1 Andrew Effrat, "Power to the Paradigms: An 
Editorial Introduction," Sociological Inquiry 42· (3-4, 
19 7 2) : 8. 
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listing of all the subjects. Taxonomy is one of the first 

principles in systematizing knowledge. In order to classify 

the problem areas in aging with which sociologists are 

concerned, categories are needed which realistically cover 

the common themes studied in the field. 

Two studies pertinent to the classification of 

subject areas are useful to this investigation. 

Shanas discusses sociological publications concerned with 

the aged, defining these as works "which deal with social 

structural constraints and persons in the middle and later 

years. 111 Shanas divides the works into eight areas. These 

are the family; friends and neighbors; housing; work, 

retirement, and leisure; economic constraints and welfare; 

health; social roles and life satisfaction; ·and comparative 

studies. No attempt is made in reviewing the publications 

in these areas to signify the number of works or the 

predominance of interest in one subject area over another. 
)_ (J /;y71' <' 

The second study, by King and 01Toole, is a content analysis 

of articles on the subject of aging written by sociologists. 2 

1 Ethel Shanas, "Sociology of Aging and the Aged," 
Sociological Quarterly 12 (Spring 1971): 160. 

2Kathleen Piker King and Richard O'Toole, "The Life
Cycle of a Scientific Specialty Area: The Case of the 
Sociology of Aging," Paper presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the North Central Sociological Association, Columbus, 
Ohio, May 4-6, 1975. 
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The authors extend Shanas' eight subject areas into the 

following categories: family; friends and neighbors; 

housing; work, retirement and leisure; economic contraints 

and economic welfare; physical and mental health; social 

roles; social adjustment, personal adjustment, a,nd life 

satisfaction; cross-cultural; death; social participation 

in organizations; ecology and demographic characteristics; 

and other. 

It is of interest to note the findings from the King 

and O'Toole study {see table 1). The data in the table 

indicate that during the 1950s and 1960s personal and 

social adjustment and life satisfaction is the favored area 

discussed, as 29 percent of the articles written fro~ 

1950-1959 and 28 percent from 1960-1969 deal with this 

subject. There does not appear to be any one problem area 

which has received a major proportion of the attention over 

the years. 

The present content analysis categorizes the 

articles written by sociologists in the Gerontologist and the 

Journal of Gerontology using the categories suggested in the 

King and O'Toole and Shanas studies and extended to include 

pertinent areas not included as categories in the above 

studies. The purpose of the analysis is twofold: (ll to 

describe the problem areas in the field of aging and (2} to 



TABLE 1 

SUBSTANTIVE SUBJECT OF ARTICLES BY YEAR, FREQUENCY, AND PERCENT 

Subject 

Family 

Friends and Neighbors 

Housing 

Work, leisure retirement 

Economic welfare and constraints 

Health 

Social roles 

Personal and social adjustment 
and life satisfaction 

Cross-cultural 

Death 

Social participation 

Demographic/ecological 

Other 

N =-

Pre 1950 
(1939-1949) 

1 ( 10.0) 

0 ( 0.0) 

0 ( 0.0) 

1 C 10.0) 

0 ( 0.0) 

1 ( 10.0} 

1 ( 10.0) 

0 ( 0.0) 

0 { 0.0) 

0 ( 0.0) 

0 ( · o.0) 

2 ( 20.0) 

4 ( 40.0} 

10 (100. OJ 

1950s 
{1950-1959) 

2 ( 5. 7) 

0 ( 0.0) 

0 ( 0.0) 

4 ( 11. 4} 

1 ( 2.9) 

3 ( 8.6) 

3 ( 8.6) 

. 10 ( 29.0) 

1 ( 2.9) 

1 ( ?-9) 

4 ( 11. 4) 

4 ( 11. 4) 

2 ( S-.7} 

35 (100.0) 

1960s : 
{1960-1969) 

5 { 6.8) 

2 ( 2.7) 

3 (. 4.1) 

5 ( 6.8) 

2 ( 2.7) 

4 { 6.4) 

9 ( 12.6) 

21 ( 28.4) 

4 ( 5.4) 

4 · { 5.4) 

0 ( 0.0) 

3 ( 4.1) 

12 ( 16.2) 

74 .(100.0) 

Source: Kathleen Piker King and Richard _O'Toole, "The Life-Cycle of 
a Scientific Specialty Area: The Case of the Sociology of Aging," Paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the North Central Sociological Association, 
Columbus, Ohio, May 4-6, 1975, Table 2. 

\D 
0 
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ascertain if there is a degree of consensus among sociol

ogists concerning significant problem areas in the study 

of human aging. 

In this chapter theoretical perspectives and 

middle-range theories of aging, issues in methodology, and 

problem areas are described to aid in understariding the 

categories being used as determinants of the sociology of 

aging. In the following chapter the rese�rch questions 

which this study attempts to answer related to the 

paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging are presented, 

and the techniques used in the investigation are detailed. 



CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND TECHNIQUES 

OF THE INVESTIGATION 

Research Questions 

The central question posed by this descriptive 

. study is as follows: what is the paradigmatic status of 

the sociology of aging as evidenced in the Gerontologist 

and the Journal of Gerontology? To answer this question 

the study analyzes the theory, methodology, techniques, 

and topics with which sociologists are concerned to 

ascertain what degree of consensus, if any, exists in 

regard to these determinants of the paradigm. In order to 

establish an analytical basis for a measure of consensus 

the central question is broken down into the following 

specific queries. 

1. What is the type of article written by

sociologists in the journals? Is the article empirical, 

theoretical, empirical-theoretical, simply a discussion, 

or practice orient�d? The identification of the predominant 

type of article will reveal whether there is a preference 

for empirical inquiry or theory, whether facts are cast 

in the mold of theory, whether the arti�le is descriptive, 

92 
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or whether the main type of article reflects a practical 

problem oriented or social action approach to the study 

of aging. The analysis will indicate both the degree of 

consensus in the field as to type of -article and if the 

emphasis has changed over the period covered in the study. 

2. What are the subject areas with which the 

sociologists are concerned? It is of interest to examine 

the articles for answers to the following questions: 

Which subject areas occur most frequently? Which subject 

areas have persisted over time and which are no longer 

pertinent? Which areas are increasing in importance? Is

there consensus among the authors as to major areas of 

investigation? 

3. What is the sociological theoretical orientation 

of the articles if they can be classified as theoretical 

or empirical-theoretical? This inquiry will give indi

cation of whether or not there is a large body of generally 

accepted theory, in what perspectives the theory is couched, 

and whether the use of one theoretical explanation of human 

aging has increased markedly over another .• 

4. What are the research characteristics of the 

articles which are classified as empirical and empirical

theoretical? An examination of the research strategies will 

answer the following questions: Is the research time-bound 
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and culture-bound? Is the sociologist likely to collect 

primary data or use secondary data? Is the purpose of 

research shifting away from exploration and fact finding 

toward testing of hypotheses? Does the sociol·ogist employ 

a narrow range of techniques or do the techniques vary? 

Are sociologists depending on verbal reports expressing 

attitudes, feelings, and opinions rather than observations 

of behavior and interactions? Are sociologists content 

with simple enumerations and tabulations or have more 

sophisticated treatments of data become the rule? Has the 

number of cases remained about the same over the period 

studied or is it typically larger today than formerly? 

Where controls are used, are they provided by experimental 

design or statistical manipulation? What type of sampling 

procedures are used most often? Have these changed over 

the years? 

The answers to the above queries should indicate 

what degree of consensus .exists within the community of 

sociologists who contribute to the Gerontologist and the 

Journal of Gerontology concerning theory, research norms, 

and subject areas of interest. If a paradigm(.sl exists, 

its identity should be discernible through this empirical 

evidence. 
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Techniques of the Investigation 

The attempt to answer the above research questions 

has been made through a content analysis of the Gerontologist 

and the Journal of Gerontology. In this sectiori of chapter 

III the use of content analysis as a research tool is 

illustrated, the procedures of the investigation are 

described, the categories into which the data are classified 

are given, and an explanation is made of the measurement 

of the degree of consensus. 

Content Analysis 

Content analysis provides a technique for systematic, 

objective examination of materials that are more typically 

evaluated on an impressionistic basis. As a methodological 

tool it is important not only for measurements of 

characteristics of a communication but in the relationships 

uncovered by the larger study in which the content analysis 

is embedded. 1 Since professional journals serve as m~jor 

channels for the dissemination of ideas and information 

characteristic of a discipline, a content analysis of 

101e R. Holsti, Content Analysis for the Social 
Sciences and Humanities {Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley 
Publishing Company, 1969). John Markoff, Gilbert Shapiro, 
and Sasha Weitman, "Toward the Integration of Content 
Analysis and General Methodology," in Sociological 
Methodology 1975, ed. D.R. Heise (San Francisco: Jossey
Bass, 1974), pp. 1-58. 
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journals in a particular field is valuable in appraising 

the nature of a discipline and iri reflecting the continuing 

trends in substantive areas and methodological procedures. 

The main publications in th~ field of gerontology 

are as follows: the Journal of Gerontology, the 

Gerontologist, Aging and Human Development (renamed the 

International Journal of Aging and Human Development in 

1972), Omega, Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, 

Journal of Gerontological Clinicia, Geriatrics, and 

Gerontologia. Aging and Human Development is an inter

national journal of psychosocial gerontology; Omega is 

an international journal for the psychological study of 

dying and death; and the last four journals are concerned 

with the medical aspects of aging. The Gerontologist and 

the Journal of Gerontology/are the two publications of the 

Gerontological Society. The first issue of the Journal of 

Gerontology was published in 1946, a year after the 

Gerontological Society was founded, and the Gerontologist 

was started in 1961. Both publications endeavor to keep 

readers aware of ne~ theories, research, and applied 

techniques in the biological and social sciences as they 

apply to human aging. 
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As ear.ly as 1948, a content analysis was made by 

Dr. A. I. Lansing1 of the articles printed in the Journal 

of Gerontology during its first two years of existence. 

His findings reveal that of the fifty-seven original papers 

published, twenty-seven or 47 percent contain observational 

data in the biological and clinical sciences; only_one 

paper is in experimental psychology; the remaining 53 

percent are non-observational, general articles discussing 

the aims, goals, and hopes for future research in 

gerontology. Ten of these articles deal with the socio

economic aspects of aging. 

When Shock analyzed the Journal of Gerontology 

for the period 1952-1956, an entirely different picture 

emerged as to the type of article. 2 In 1952, general 

discussions are diminished to 22 percent; and by 1955-1956, 

they constitute only 4 percent of th~ articles. This 

reflects an editorial policy giving preference to experi

mental studies, but it means also that.more experimental 

articles were submitted for publication. 3 The space devoted-

1A. I. Lansing, "Current Comment," Journal of 
Gerontology 3 (April 1948): 141-142. 

2Nathan w. Shock, Trends in Gerontology, 2nd ed. 
(Stanford, Ca.: Stanford University Press, 19571, PP· 118-
138. 

3Ibid., p. 118. 
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to studies from social sciences fluctuates from 6 to 20 

percent over the five-year interval from 1952-1956. Shock 

points out the notable increase in research ort the 

sociological aspects of aging ·during this period. 1 

Procedure for Data Collection 

In order to collect the data for this study a 

content analysis of the articles written by sociologists 

in the Journal of Gerontology and the Gerontologist was 

done according to categories which reflect the research 

questions. The context unit for analysis was the entire 

article. 

Description of population 

The articles in the Journal of Gerontology and 

the Gerontologist, starting with the year of the journals' 

inception (1946 and 1961, respectively} through 1976 were 

screened for those written by sociologists. A sociologist 

was defined by membership in the American Sociological 

Association if the discipline of the authors was not 

explicitly stated in the article. All the articles 

written by sociologists (excluding letters to the editor, 

editorials, book reviews, and comments on previous articles) 

1Ibid., p. 138. 
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in every issue of the journals through 1976 were analyzed. 

This yielded a universe of 409 articles. Eight percent of 

the articles in the Journal of Gerontology were written py 

sociologists (.153 out of 1,858 articles); sociologists 

authored almost 27 percent of the articles in the 

Gerontologist (.256 of the 960 articles}. The total number 

of articles and the number written by sociologists according 

to years is described in table 2. 

Definitions of categories 

As noted above the articles were analyzed according 

to categories which would reflect the research questions. 

The classifications needed to conform to the definition of 

a paradigm used in the study. The essence of the concept 

of a paradigm is the degree of consensus or sharing of 

beliefs within a scientific community concerning theory, 

methodology, techniques, and problems. 

1. Main type of article. The type of article was 

categorized by assigning each article to one of the 

following categories based on a judgment of the essential 

nature of the article. 1 

1These categories were adapted from Klein's 
content analysis of articles on marriage and the family. 
John P. Klein et al., "Pilgrim's Progress I: · Recent 
Developments in Family Theory," Journal of Marriage and the 
Family 31 (November 1969).: 677-687. 



TABLE 2 

NUMBER OF ARTICLES WRITTEN BY SOCIOLOGISTS IN THE JOURNAL OF GERONTOLOGY 
AND THE GERONTOLOGIST BY YEAR OF PUBLICATION 

Journal of Gerontologv Gerontologist 
Year Total Articles Sociologists Percent Total Articles Sociologists Percent 

1946-50 173 12 6.9 

1951-55 246 14 5.7 

1956-60 282 18 6.4 

1961-65 337 15 4.4 169 41 24.3 

1966-70 346 30 8.7 281 76 27.0 

1971-75 386 52 13.5 440 122 27.7 

1976 88 12 13.6 70 17 24.3 

-- -- -- --

Total 1,858 153 8.2 960 256 26.7 

I--' 
0 
0 
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a} Empirical: straight presentation of 

empirical findings 

b} Empirical-theoretical: presentation of 

empirical_findings as interpreted through 

some theoretical scheme 

c} Theoretical: presentation of abstract, 

high order concepts or implied theoretical 

concepts 

d} Discussion: non-empirical, non-theoretical 

presentation discussing substantive areas 

concerning gerontology 

e} Practice oriented: social action articles 

and "how to do it" type of articles, 

oriented toward solving of problems related 

to aging 

f) Unclassifiable 

2. Subject areas. The subject areas of the articles 

written by sociologists were classified according to 

categories selected by King and O'Toole, based on suggestions 

from Shanas. 1 They were extended for this study. An article 

1Kathleen Piker King and Richard O'Toole, "The Life
Cycle of a Scientific Specialty Area: The Case of the 
Sociology of Aging." Paper presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the North Central Sociological Association, Columbus, 
Ohio, May 4-6, 1975. Ethel Shanas, "Sociology of Aging and 
the Aged," Sociological Quarterly 12 (.Spring 1971).: 160. 
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was assigned to a _category according to the major subject 

matter which the author emphasized. The criteria were 

first, the title of the article if it were applicable to 

the case and second, the content of the a~ticle. For the 

majority of the articles this decision was logical and 

clear-cut. For example, an article entitled, "Meals on 

Wheels Service," was categorized as "community social 

service" and one, "Changing Family Relationships of Older 

People in the United States," was placed in the category, 

"family, friends, and neighbors." Separate categories for 

(1) social roles and (2) social and personal adjustment and 

life satisfaction were included. In the category '-' social 

roles," personal roles such as religious roles, or political 

roles and status and role changes were categorized. Studies 

using attitude scales to measure variables such as personal 

adjustment and life satisfaction were classified as "social 

and personal adjustment and life satisfaction." 

The special difficulty which arose in attempting to 

classify articles by subject area was that some of the 

articles could, with almost equal justification, be placed 

in more than one category. This was particularly true in 

explanatory studies which dealt with the-relationships 

among variables. · The problem was s·ol ved by arbitrarily 

classifying each area according to the nature of the 



- 103 

dependent variable. 1 As an example, a study of the effect 

of physical and mental health on retirement and leisure 

was tallied under the heading, "retirement and leisure;" 

rather than "physical and mental health." 

Since it would be unrealistic to expect every 

article analyzed to fit into at least one of the categories 

designed, the category "other" was used. Included in this 

category were articles such as reports on conferences, 

articles on legislation for the elderly, and articles 

concerning the discipline of social gerontology. 

The subject areas into which the articles were 

classified were as follows: 

a) Attitudes toward the aged 

b) Care of the institutionalized aged 

c) Community Social services 

d) Death 

e) Ecology and demographic characteristics 

f) Economic constraints and economic welfare 

(.including social security) 

g) Ethnic differences 

. 1This procedure was used by Julia S. Brown and Brian 
Gilmartin, "Sociology Today: Lacunae, Emphases, and 
Surfeits," American Sociologist 4 (December 1969}.: 284, 
and Helen Tibbitts, "Research in the Dev_elopment of 
Sociology: A Pilot Study in Methodology," American 
Sociological Review 27 (December 1962): 830. 
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h) Family, friends, and neighbors 

i) Housing 

j) Physical and mental health 

k) Social and personal adjustment and life 

satisfaction 

1) Social participation in organizations 

m) Social roles (including political and 

religious roles) 

n) Training for those working with aged 

o) Work, retirement, and leisure 

p) Research tools and methodology 

q) Other 

3. Theoretical orientation. The theoretical 

orientation of the articles was classified in the following 

manner. 

a) According to the article's theoretical 

perspective, using the three most general 

perspectives in sociology as·described in 

chapter II 

(1) Functional theory 

(2) Conflict theory 

(3) Social interaction 

(41 Both functional and social interaction 

(This category was necessary because 
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some articles gave both theories 

equal treatment) 

(5) Other 

b) According to the middle-range theory 

expounded in the article classified 

according to the descriptions in 

chapter II, as follows: 

(1} Disengagement theory 

(2) Activity theory 

(3) Disengagement and activity theory 

(4) Continuity-personality theory 

(5) Social integration theory 

(6) Subculture of aging 

(7) Exchange theory 

(8) Discontinuity-identity crisis 

(9) Other 

An article was classified both as to the sociological 

perspective and the middle-range theory according to the, 

content of the article. 

4. Research characteristics. Research character

istics of the articles written by sociologists class~fied 

as empirical and empirical-theoretical were classified 
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according to the following categories suggested by Brown 

and Gilmartin and modified for this study. 1 

a) Purpose of research· 

(.1) Explora:tory: to formulate a problem 

for more precise investigation 

(2) Descriptive: to produce an accurate 

description of the phenomena being 

investigated 

(.3) Explanatory: to discover relations 

among facts or explain a· given 

phenomenon 

(.4 l Combination of purposes 

(.5) Other 

b) Source of data (.technique used to collect 

data) 

(1) Primary (original datal 

ta} Questionnaire 

(b). Interview 

(c) Both questionnaire and interview 

(.dl Observation (participant and 

nonparticipant). 

(.e) Observation and interview or 

questionnaire 

1Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," p. 287. 
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(f) Projective technique (indirect 

test involving some sort of 

imaginative activity in inter

preting ambiguous stimuli) 1 

(g} Three or more primary techniques 

{h) Questionnaires and projective 

techniques 

(.2) Secondary (data already collected and 

compiled) 

{a} Census data 

{b} Other records, literature, ptess 

(c) Other surveys 

(d) More than one secondary source 

(3) Both primary and secondary sources 

c) Time factor (.space of time in which. data are 

collected) 

(.1) Cross-sectional 

(.2} Longitudinal 

(3) Pseudo-longitudinal 

(4) Both cross-sectional and longitudinal 

d) Setting (location of research site} 

1
claire Selltiz, Lawrence S. Wrightsman, and 

St uart W. Cook, Research Methods in Social Relations~ 3rd 
ed. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 19761, p. 331. 
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ll) United States 

(2) Other 

(3) Comparative~· United States and other 

e) Use of numerical techniques (other than 

describing the characteristics of the 

sample) 

(.l} None 

(2) Yes. If categorized "yes,11 then the 

number of techniques was noted 

f) Size of sample 

(_l) 30 or less 

(.2) 31-100 

(3) 101-500 

(4 l 501-1000 

(.5) 1001-2000 

(6) 2001-5000 

{7) Over 5000 

(.8) Not indicated 

g) Research Strategy (.technique to control 

variables} 

Cl) Experimental 

(2) Multivariate analysis 

(.3) Not applicable 
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. h) Type of sampling 

(1) Probability (based on the author's 

statement that a random sampling 

design was used) 

(2) Nonprobability (no random techniques 

mentioned in description of sample} 

(3) Both probability and nonprobability 

(4) Total population 

(5) No indication 

The content of the articles in the Gerontologist 

and the Journal of Gerontology were recorded by month and 

year of publication according to the categories described 

above. The data were coded and transferred to data 

processing cards. 

Measure of Consensus 

Since the definition of a paradigm for this study 

is the degree of consensus found in theory, methodology, 

techniques, and problems, it was necessary to find a measure 

of consensus for the data generated in each category of a 

classification over a given time period. The degree of 

consensus is the amount of agreement of sociologists writing 

in the Journal of Gerontology and the Gerontologist as to 
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categories utilized and the frequencies within the 

categories. As the number of categories increases, the 

maximum possible amount of differences among the authors 

increases. However, the number of categories by itself 

is not an adequate measure: the distribution of the 

frequencies in the categories must be taken into account. 

Given an equal number of categories, the mar~ even the 

distribution among them, the less the consensus. A formula 

used by Gibbs and Martin to measure degree of industrial 

diversification was adapted to examine the homogeneity of 

the categories and the trends over time. 1 The formula is 

C = 1 - [ £ X 
2 

/ ( £X) 
2

] 

where C = degree of consensus 

X = numbers of articles in each category 

£X = the sum of the x's, that is the total 

number of articles in the classification 

2 the of the squares of X EX = sum 
2 the of the x's squared, that is the ( EX) = sum 

square of the total number o·f articles in 

the classification. 

1Jack P. Gibbs and Walter T. Martin, "Urbanization, 
Technology, and the Division of Labor: International 
Patterns," American Sociological Review 27 (October 1962).: 
667-677. 
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The minimum value, indicating the highest degree of 

homogeneity or consensus when all the frequencies occur 

in the same category of the classification is 0.0. The 

maximum value or highest _degree of heterogeneity depends 

on the number of classifications. This maximum possible 

value is equal to 1 - 1/Nc, where Nc_ is the number of 

categories·utilized in a .given classification. 

In order to compare classifications with varying 

numbers of categories in different yearly intervals, it is 

desirable to adjust for the variation in the maximum value 

of the measure. This adjustment is made by dividing C 

by the maximum value for the distribution. When the 

obtained value of c is divided by l -l/N'¢' · the quotient is 

the degree of consensus relative to the possible maximum. 

The following table illustrates the computation of a measure 

of consensus. A measure of consensus was calculated for 

the frequencies in each five-year interval and 1976 for every 

classification used in determining the paradigmatic status 

of the sociology of aging. 

Interpretation of the 
measure of consens~s 

There are no established criteria as to what can 

be interpreted as a substantial degree of consensus and 

What should be considered low.consensus. However, since 
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TABLE 3 

ILLUSTRATION OF THE COMPUTATION OF C FOR THE 
CATEGORY T~EE OF ARTICLE, 194 .6-1950 

Classification 

Empirical 

Empirical-theoretical 

Theoretical 

X 

5 

0 

0 

25 

Discussion 36 6 

1 Practice oriented 1 

€X = 12 
2 e:x = 62 

2 144 (c:x). = 

1 - 62/144 = .5695 

Max = 1 - 1/N = 1 - 1/3 = .6667 
C 

C = .5695 = .8542 == 85.4% 
.6667 

the degree of consensus is similar to a measure of asso

ciation in that the figure is a number which can range 

from zero to one, for this study the values are set 

arbitrarily at points equivalent to the interpretation of 

Yules Q. 1 The degree of consensus and appropriate 

Phraseology are as follows: 

. 1 
Robert Sokol, Laboratory Manual for Introductory 

~oc~ology (New York: Harper and Row, 1970}, p. 33. James A. 
Davis, Elementary Survey Analysis (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, 1971), p. 49. 
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00.0 complete consensus 

30.0 or lower. very strong consensus 

31.0-50.0 ... substantial consensus 

51.0-70.0 ... moderate consensus 

71.0-90.0 ... low consensus 

91.0-99.0 ... negligible consensus 

100.0 .•... no consensus 

The category-sets needed for the content analysis 

to help determine the paradigmatic status of the sociology 

of aging are presented in this chapter. The formula for 

measuring the amount of consensus in the categories is 

given. The findings from the analysis of data are 

presented in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS ON DETERMINANTS OF THE PARADIGMATIC 

STATUS OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF AGING 

Introduction 

It has been suggested that the field of aging needs 

but currently lacks shared paradigms concerning theory, 

1 methodology, techniques, and problem areas. These 

paradigms are necessary to provide conceptual frameworks 

from which hypotheses can be developed and then tested in 

order to refine and extend the present theoretical 

perspectives on the social aspects of aging. In the 

present chapter an analysis is made of the articles written 

by sociologists in the Gerontologist and the Journal of 

Gerontology. The findings are presented according to th.e 

category-sets established by the researcher in an attempt 

to determine if a shared paradigm does exist within the 

community of sociologists concerned with the study of 

aging. The articles are grouped chronologically into 

five-year intervals in order to clarify the analysis of data 

1 
George L. Maddox and James Wiley, "Scope, Concepts 

and Methods in the Study of Aging," in Handbook of Aging and 
~he Social Sciences, eds. Robert H. Binstock and Ethel Shanas 
(New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1976), p. 4. 
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and to indicate trends in the field. The articles published 

in 1976 are analyzed separately as this year could not be 

included in the five-year intervals. 

Before examining the specific category-sets, it is 

of interest to note the growth in the field (see table 2). 

In the Journal of Gerontology 173 articles were published 

during the five years from 1946-1950. By 1971-1975 this had 

increased to 386 articles for the five-year interval. From 

1961-1965, 169 articles were published in the Gerontologist, 

and by 1971-1975 the increase was to 440 articles. 

Sociologists wrote 6.9 percent of the articles in the 

Journal of Gerontology from 1946-1950. This increased to 

13.5 percent of the articles for 1971-1975. The percentage 

of sociologists contributing to the Gerontologist has 

remained about the same since the start of its publication 

in 1961 with about 26 percent of the articles written 

by sociologists. 

Analysis According to Categories 

The categories to be analyzed in this chapter are 

as follows: the type of article, the subject area, the 

theoretical orientation, the research characteristics, and 

the degree of consensus. 
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Type of Article_ 

The analysis of articles distinguishes among 

empirical articles (data without theory), empirical

theoretical articles {data with theory), theoretical 

articles (no data), discussion articles (.discussing 

substantive areas), practice-oriented articles (policy 

oriented and "how to do it" articles}, and articles which 

do not fit into any of the above categories. The identi

fication of the major focus of the articles reveals a 

predominance of empirical inquiry with empirical articles 

accounting for 50 percent of the total. Empirical

theoretical articles constitute 18.8 percent with only 

3.7 percent of the articles dealing with theory (table 4). 

Empirical and empirical
theoretical articles 

Empirical articles account for one-half of the total. 

The drop in empirical articles to 37.5 percent in 1961-

1965 from 61.1 percent in 1956-1960 is due to the inclusion 

of the analysis. of ;articles in the Gerontologist which 

started publication in 1961. This journal tends to publish 

more discussion and fewer empirical articles than those 



TABLE 4 

TYPE OF ARTICLE BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Type 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 Total 

Empirical 5 10 11 21 51 89 18 205 
(41. 7) (71.4) (61.1) (37. 5) (48.1) (51.1) (62.1) (50.1 

Empirical- 0 1 1 6 29 32 8 77 
theoretical ( 0. 0) ( 7 .1) ( 5. 5) (10.7) (2 7. 4) (18.4) (27.6) {18. 8 

Theoretical 0 1 0 6 3 5 0 15 
( 0. 0) ( 7 .1) ( 0. 0) (10. 7) ( 2.8) ( 2.9) ( 0.0} ( 3.7 

Discussion 6 2 5 20 17 44 3 97 
(50. 0) (14.3) (27.8} (3 5. 7} (16.0} (25.3} (10.3} (23.7 

Practice oriented 1 0 1 2 6 3 0 13 
( 8. 3) ( 0.0) ( 5.5}- ( 3. 6} ( 5.7) ( 1.7} ( 0. O} (, 3. 2 

Other 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 2 
( 0.0) ( 0.0) t O. 0) ( 1.8) ( 0.0) ( 0.57) ( 0. 0) ( 0.4 

Total 12 . 14 18 56 106 174 29 409 
( 2. 9} ( 3. 4) { 4.4) (13.7) {26.0) (42. 5) ( 7 .1) 

} 

9) 

...... 
...... 
--.J 

) 

) 

) 
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1 found in the Journal of Gerontology. There has been a 

steady growth, however, in the relative frequency of 

empirical articles since the 1961-1965 period with an 

increase to 62.1 percent of the articles written in 1976. 

There is a large increase in relative frequency of 

empirical-theoretical articles up to the period 19.66-1970 

(from 7.1 percent to 27.4 percent). In the following five 

years, however, the relative frequency decreases to 18.4 

percent. An upward turn is seen in 1976 as 27.6 percent 

of the articles are classified as empirical-theoretical. 

Theoretical articles 

Articles of a theoretical nature are consistently 

scarce throughout the years studied; only 3.7 percent of 

the total of 409 articles are classified as theoretical. 

The peak period for theoretical articles is from 1961-1965 

when 10.7 percent of the articles written are theoretical. 

This decreases to less than 3 percent in the following years. 

1The following comparison of the focus of the 
articles published in each of the journals substantiates 
this statement. In 1961-1966 in the Gerontologist 24.4 
percent of the articles were empirical and 4.9 percent of them 
were empirical-theoretical. In the Journal of Gerontology 
73.3 percent were empirical and 26.7 percent were empirical
theoretical. For the years 1946-1976, in the Journal of 
Gerontology, 58.8 percent of the articles were empirical 
and 29.4 percent were empirical-theoretical. Since the 
sta:t of its publication in 1961 through 1976, the empirical 
art~cles in the Gerontologist were 44.1 percent of the 
articles and the empirical-theoretical articles 12 .1 percent. '•· 
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About 24 percent of the total articles are classified 

as discussion. The relative frequency of these articles 

shows an uneven pattern over the years. The general trend 

is downward from 50 percent in 1946-1950 to 10.3 percent 

in 1976. An unexpected finding is that in a field which 

often is considered problem oriented, only about 3 percent 

of the articles can be classified as practice oriented. 

This suggests that sociologists writing in the field of 

aging are not particularly concerned with social policy. 

Summary 

It may be concluded from these findings that the 

sociologists' major concern in the field of aging is with 

empirical studies which are not guided by explicit 

theoretical formulations. Of all the articles published by 

sociologists in the two journals surveyed, 50 percent are 

empirical, about 19 percent are empirical-theoretical, about 

26 percent are non-empirical and non-theoretical in nature, 

and slightly more than 3 percent are theoretical. The 

finding that empirical studies dominate the field agrees with 

Brown and Gilmartin's conclusion after they analyzed the 

content of articles published in the American Sociological 

Review and The American Journal of Sociology during 1940-1941 

and 1965-1966. Using the three broad categories of 
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substantive research, methodology, and theory, they found 

that in both periods empirical studies outnumbered 

theoretical essays. They state: "The conclusion seems 

warranted that American sociology has been empirically 

oriented throughout its recent history. 111 

King and O'Toole reach a similar conclusion from 

their analysis of articles written by sociologists in 

the field of aging. From 1939 through 1971 only 8 percent 

of the 179 articles analyzed were theoretical . and 6 percent 

were policy oriented. They categorized the remainder as 

substantive or methodological. 2 

In this study of articles in the Gerontologist and 

the Journal of Gerontology, the finding that less than 3 

percent of the articles written from 1966 to 1976 are 

theoretical (a decrease of about 8 percent from the 

previous period) appears contrary to recent statements 

published by Maddox. In 1970 he wrote: "Sociological 

interest in theoretical explanations of human aging has 

1Julia s. Brown and Brian Gilmartin, "Sociology 
Today: Lacunae, Emphases and Surfeits," American 
Sociologist 4 (December 1969): 285. 

2Kathleen Piker King and Richard O'Toole, "The 
Life-Cycle of a Scientific Specialty Area: The Case of the 
Sociology of Aging," Paper presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the North Central Sociological Association, Columbus, 
Ohio, May 4-6, 1975: table 1. 
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increased markedly in the past three decades. 111 In a more 

recent publication (1976) he reiterated this same remark. 2 

A plausible explanation of this discrepancy would be that 

sociologists are ·publishing theoretical articles on aging 

in sociological journals rather than journals in the field 

of social gerontology. The King and O'Toole study which 

included articles in the leading sociological journals as 

well as in the Gerontologist and the Journal of Gerontology 

did report that from 1950-1959, 8 percent of the articles 

were theoretical; from 1960-1969, 8.3 percent were 

theoretical; and from 1970-1971, 17.6 percent were 

theoretical. This does represent a marked increase, even 

3 though it is only for one year. 

Subject Areas 

When the articles are classified by subject area, 

the area which has received the most attention over the 

years is the subject of work, retirement, and leisure 

(see table 5). For the total period surveyed, the topic 

of work, retirement, and leisure accounts for 12.7 percent 

of the 409 articles published, with social and personal 

1George L. Maddox, "Themes and Issues in Sociological · 
Theories of Human Aging," Human Development 13 (1970): 17. 

p. 3. 

2Maddox and Wiley, "Scope, Concepts, and Methods," 

3
King and O'Toole, "Life-Cycle of a Scientific 

Specialty," table 1. 
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TABLE 5 

SUBJECT AREAS TREATED, 1946-1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Subject Area 

Work, retirement, and leisure 

Social and personal adjustment 
and life satisfaction 

Research tools and methodology 

Care of the institutionalized 
aged 

Attitude toward aged 

Social roles 

Physical and mental health 

Ecology and demographic 

Community social services 

Ethnic differences 

Family, friends, and neighbors 

Training those working with aged 

Economic contraints and economic 
welfare 

Housing 

Social participation in 
organizations 

Death 

Other 

Total 

Frequency 

52 

48 

35 

34 

29 

25 

24 

23 

20 

17 

16 

14 

13 

13 

12 

8 

26 

409 

Percent 

12.71 

11. 74 

8.56 

8.31 

7.09 

6.11 

5.87 

5.62 

4.89 

4.16 

3.91 

3.42 

3.18 

3.19 

2.93 

1.96 

6.36 

99.99 
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adjustment and life satisfaction following very closely with 

11.7 percent of the articles. The area of research tools 

and methodology is dealt with in 8.6 percent of the articles, 

care of the institutionalized aged in 8.3 percent, and 

attitude toward the aged in 7.1 percent~ The smallest 

percentage of the articles are written on the topic of 

death (only about 2 percent). 

Over the years the change in emphasis in subject 

areas is evident when the topics are grouped into five-year 

intervals and then ranked according to the frequency of 

occurrence (table 6). Of interest is the increase in the 

number of different topics treated and the inclusion of 

subjects such as ethnic differences, death, and social 

participation in organizations. · An inspection of the rank 

orders of the two most favored topics shows that work, 

retirement, and leisure ranks first in three time periods, 

second in two periods, and third in two periods (table 6). 

Social and personal adjustment and life satisfaction ranks 

first in only two periods, second in two periods, and third, 

fourth, and fifth in the other three time intervals. These 

two topics ranked higher with more consistency than the 

other fourteen subject areas. From the wide variation in 

areas covered it is apparent that there is no one topic in 



TABLE 6 

SUBJECT AREA RANKED ACCORDING TO FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE, 1946-1976* 

Years 
Subject Area 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Attitudes toward aged 2 3 0 4 5 3 3 
Care institutionalized 

aged 0 3 0 4 4. 1 4 
Community social service 3 0. 4 5 8 5 5 
Death 0 0 0 5 7 9 5 
Ecology and demographic 0 . 3 2 6 6 7 3 
Economic constraints and 

welfare 0 3 2 6 9 8 0 
Ethnic differences 0 0 0 6 8 4 0 
Family, friends, 

neighbors 0 3 3 3 6 9 5 
Housing 1 0 0 4 5 10 0 
Physical and mental 

health 0 0 0 1 4 6 5 
Research tools and 

methods 2 0 0 1 2 4 5 
Social and personal 

adjustment and life 
satisfaction 1 3 4 · 2 1 2 s-

Social participation in 
organizafions 0 0 0 6 . 10 8 2 

Social roles 0 2 3 3 . ' 9 4 5 
Training care of aged 0 0 0 6 5 8 5 
Work, retirement and 

leisure 3 1 1 2 3 2 1 

Total articles in each 
yearly category 1~ 14 18 56 106 174 29 

*0 Subject area does not appear. 
1 Subject area with highest frequency. 

Areas occurring with equal frequency within a yearly interval are given 
the same ranking. · 

~ 
. I:\.) 

~ 
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the field of aging which is of exclusive concern to 

sociologists. 

When the subject areas are ordered chronologically 

(table 7), it is evident that the topics of housing and 

social and personal adjustment and life satisfaction which 

concerned sociologists in the early period (1946-1950) did 

not continue to be the major focus of interest. Work, 

retirement, and leisure, which is the subject of over 

one-third of the articles in 1951-1955 and over one-quarter 

of the articles in 1956-1960, also lost its importance over 

the years as a primary area of concentration. King and 

O'Toole find a similar diversity in the pattern of subject 

areas studied by sociologists in aging. From their data, 

social and personal adjustment and life satisfaction appear 

to be the preferred topic, with social roles second, 

followed by work, retirement, and leisure. 1 Although Shanas 

does not classify the subject areas in the field of 

sociology of aging according to frequency of publications, 

she does discuss the major areas of interest. She finds 

adjustment to work, retirement, and leisure especially 

pertinent for sociologists because of their emphasis on the 

2 
life-cycle approach to social phenomena. 

1Ibid., pp. 7-8. 
2Ethel Shanas, "Sociology of Aging and the Aged," 

The Sociological Quarterly 12 (Spring 19711: 170. 



TABLE 7 

SUBJECT AREA OF ARTICLES, IN FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Subject Area 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 Total 

. 

Attitudes toward 2 L
e'° 

-- 3 6 14 3 29 ,,..,.�-� 

aged 

� 

,,(4 .1) ( 5.4} (_ 5.7} ( 8.0}. (10. 3) ( 7 .1) 

1 - 3 7 21 2 34 
d ( 7 .1) ( 5.4} (_ 6.6) (12. 1 l ( 6. 9) ( 8.3) 

1 1 1 2 3 12 1 20 
( 8. Ol ( 5.6) ( 3. 6) (_ 2.8) ( 6. 9) ( 3. 4) ( 4. 9) 

Death -- -- -- 2 4 1 1 8 
( 3. 61 (. 3. 8 l ( 0.6) C 3. 4) (12.0) 

Ecology and -- 1 3 1 6 9 3 23 
demographic ( 7.1} (_16. 71 ( 1. 8} ( 5.71 ( 5. 2} (10. 31 C 5.61 

Economic constraints - 1 3 1 2 6 -- 13 
and welfare (_ 7 .11 (16. 7 l ( 1.8) ( 1.9} (_ 3.4} ( 3. 2) 

Ethnic differences -- -- -- l 3 13 -- 17 
( 1. 8) (_ 2.8} C 7. 5 l ( 4. 21 

Family, friends, - 1 2 4 5 3 1 16 
neighbors (_ 7.1} (11.11 C 7 .1). ( 4.7} ( 1.7} ( 3.4} ( 3. 9) 

Housing 3 -- -- 3 6 1 -- 13 
(25. 0) (_ 5.41 ( 5.7) ( 0. 6 )_ ( 3. 2 l 

f-J 

N 

O'\ 

Care institutional 
age 

Comm~Y socia --
~rvice 



TABLE 7.--Continued 

Year 
Subject Area 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 

Physical and mental -- -- -- 6 
health (10. 7l 

Research tools and 2 -- -- 6 
methods (_16.7) (10.7) 

Social and personal 
adjustment and 3 1 1 5 
life satisfaction (25. 0) ( 7 .1) (_ 5. 6} (_ 8.9) 

Social participatiori -- -- -- 1 
in organizations ( 1. 8) 

Social roles -- 3 2 4 
(21. 4) (11.1) ( 7. l} 

Training care of -- -- -- 1 
aged ( 1. 8) 

Work, retirement, 1 5 5 5 
leisure t 8. 0) (35. 7) (27. 8 l ( 8.9) 

Other -- -- 1 8 
( 5.6) (14. 3) 

Total 12 14 18 56 

1966-70 1971-75 

7 10 
( 6. 6 l ( 5.7) 

13 13 
(12. 3) ( 7. 5) 

19 18 
(17. 9 l (10. 3 )_ 

1 6 
( 0.9) ( 3. 4) 

2 13 
( 1.9} ( _7. 5) 

6 6 
( 5. 7) ( 3. 4) 

12 18 
(11. 3) (10.3} 

4 10 
{ 3. 8) ( 5.7) 

106 174 

1976 

1 
( 3.4) 

1 
( 3. 4} 

1 
( 3. 4) 

4 
(13. 8} 

1 
( 3.4) 

1 
( 3. 4 )_ 

6 
(2 0. 7} 

3 
(10. 3} 

29 

Total 

24 
( 5. 9) 

35 
( 8.6) 

48 
(11. 7} 

12 
( 2.9} 

25 
( 6 .1) 

14 
( 3. 4) 

52 
(12.7) 

26 
( 6.4) 

409 

I-' 
N 
-..J 
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The data reveal that sociolog~sts study a broad 

range of problem areas in the field of aging. This may 

account for the paucity of theoretical type articles as 

few areas receive sufficient attention to produce a 

cumulative body of research to serve as a foundation for 

the development of theory. On the other hand, there may 

be strength in the diversity of subject areas studied. 

The more problem areas.studied, the more specific knowledge 

scientists will gain about different aspects of the process 

of aging. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

The classification scheme developed to identify 

the theoretical perspectives in which the articles are 

couched distinguishes between the broad theoretical 

perspective and middle-range theory. From 1946 through 

1976 a total of 119 articles (29 percent of the 409 articles 

studied) were published which can be classified according 

to the theoretical orientation whether explicit or implicit 

in the article. All but two of these articles can be 

classified also according to the middle-range theory 

discussed by the authors. An examination of the data 

presented in table 8 reveals an increase in interest in the 

social interaction perspective over the functional 

Perspective starting with the five-year interval 1961-1965. 



TABLE 8 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE OF ARTICLE BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Orientation 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Functional 1 6 14 7 
(50.0) (33. 3) (35.9) (15.21 

Conflict 1 1 2 
(2 0. 0) ( 2. 5) (. 4. 3) 

Social 4 1 9 22 35 6 
interaction (80. 0) (50.0) (50.0) (56.4) (76.1) (75.0)_ 

Both functional 
and social 1 3 2 1 
interaction (.100. 0) (.16.7) ( 5.1) (_ .2.2)_ 

Other 1 2 
( 2.21 (2 s. o l 

Total 1 5 2 18 39 46 8 

Total 

28 
(_2 3. 9} 

4 
(. 3. 4)._ 

77 
(64.71 

7 
( 5. 9) 

3 
C 2. 51 

119 

1--' 
tv 
'-0 
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Previous to these dates there were so few articles with 

a theoretical orientation that the percentages are 

meaningless. The articles reflecting the social inter

action perspective increased from 50 percent of the 

theoretical and empirical-theoretical articles i~ 1961-1965, 

to 76 percent in 1971-1975. Of the total articles about 

64 percent are in the social interaction perspective 

compared to less than 24 percent in the functional 

perspective. 

As expected, there is less agreement as to 

theoretical orientation when considering the middle-range 

theories (see table 9). Several different middle-range 

theories which are included within the social interaction 

perspective are encountered in the literature analyzed. 

These include activity, personality-continuity, social 

integration, and exchange theory. Discontinuity-identity 

crisis and subculture of aging are classified as social 

interaction or conflict theory depending upon the treatment 

of the subject by the author. The theory of social 

disengagement is functionalist. Within these classifi~ 

cations disengagement theory is the basis for 23 percent 

of the articles, and the social integration theory, based 

on Rosow's premise that the most significant problems of 

older people are intrinsically social and the basic issue 



TABLE 9 

MIDDLE-RANGE THEORY OF ARTICLE BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Middle-Range Year 
Theory 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Activity 1 2 4 6 
(20.0} {11.1} {10.5} (13. 0} 

Disengagement 1 6 13 7 
(50. 0) (33.3) (34.2) (15.2) 

Disengagement and 1 3 2 1 
activity (100.0) (16.7) (_ 5.3) ( 2.2) 

Discontinuity- 1 1 6 3 
identity crisis (20.0) ( 2. 6) ( 13. 0) (42.8) 

Exchange theory 4 
( .8. 7) 

Personality- 2 1 2 2 1 
continuity {40. O} { 5. 6} { 5. 3} { 4. 3) {14. 3) 

Social 1 4 . 8 11 1 
integration (50. O) (22. 2) (.21.1) (23.9) (14. 3) 

Subculture of 1 1 6 6 · 1 
aging (20.0) { 5. 6) (15.8) { 13. 0) (14. 3} 

Other 1 2 3 1 
( 5. 6) ( 5.3) ( 6. 5) (.14. 3) 

Total 1 5 2 18 38 46 7 

Total 

13 
(.11.1) 

27 
(23 . o l 

7 
( 6. 0) 

11 
( 9.4) 

4 
( 3. 4.) 

8 
{ 6.8) 

25 
{.21.4) 

15 
(12. 8) 

7 
( 6. 0) 

117* 

*Two articles categorized in a broad perspective could not fit into middle
range theory. 

f-' w-
t-' 
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is the individual's connection with the total social system, 

accounts for 21.2 percent of the articles. 1 

In 1961 Cumming and Henry published their work 

2 promulgating disengagement theory. The ensuing critiques 

of the theory and research within the conceptual framework 

of disengagement theory account for the frequency of 

articles on this theme during the period from 1961-1970. 

From 1961-1970, 34 percent of the theory classified is 

disengagement theory. In the period 1971-1975 the 

percentage of theoretical articles classified as disengage

ment decreases to 15.2 percent. However, during the latter 

period social integration theory is found in 23.9 percent 

of the theoretical articles. 

Socioenvironmental theory 

The category "other" includes two articles written 

in 1971 and 1972 concerning a socioenvirorunental theory of 

aging. Interest has developed recently in studying the 

environment as a variable in understanding the process of 

aging. Aging is viewed as the interaction between the 

alternative roles in society and the individual's ability 

York: 

1Irving Rosow, Social Integration of the Aged (New 
Free Press, 1967), pp. 8-30. 

2Elaine Cumming and William E. Henry, Growing Old 
(New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1961). 
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to adapt to these alternatives. The alternative roles are 

continually being affected by social and technological 

changes. The fact that the environment differs for 

successive coho~ts may help to explain differences in 

1 human behavior as a p_erson ages. 

Research Characteristics 

An analysis of the research characteristics of the 

articles classified as empirical and empirical-theoretical 

reveals more agreement among sociologists regarding research 

aesign than is found when examining the subject areas 

discussed and the middle-range theory of aging within which 

the research is formulated. The research characteristics 

are reported according to the category-sets of purpose 

of research, source of data, time factor; setting, use of 

numerical techniques, size .of sample, research strategy, 

and type of sampling. 

Purpose of research 

In examining the purpose for each of the studies, 

the largest percentage (.41.9) are conducted for exploratory 

purposes of gaining insights and ideas. However, 

1John G. Bruhn, "An Ecological Perspective of 
~?ing," Gerontologist (Winter 1971): 318; .Jaber F. Guori~, 

reward a Socioenvironmental Theory of Aging," Gerontologist 
12 (Autumn 1972): 281-284. 
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explanatory studies are a close second, accounting for 

35.9 percent, while only 19.4 percent of the studies are 

descriptive in nature. Inspection of table 10 reveals 

that there are o~ly two time periods when there are more 

explanatory studies than exploratory ones: 1951-1955 and 

1971-1975. Since explanatory studies are usually designed 

to test a causal relationship betwe~n variables, it may 

be assumed that during these two periods the sociologists 

studied were concerned more with testing theory than they 

were with becoming familiar with new phenomena. .Starting 

in 1956 through 1975, there is a gradual increase in the 

relative frequency of explanatory studies. This finding 

agrees with Brown and Gilmartin's observation that the 

purpose of research today is shifting away from fact finding 

·1 
and exploration toward the testing of hypotheses. Brown 

and Gilmartin did find that research articles reporting the 

testing of hypotheses increased from 46 J?ercent of the 

articles in 1940-1941 to 68 percent in 1965-1966. 

Source of data 

To collect data, 193 of the 284 sociologists writing 

research articles use primary sources (about 68 percent) 

289. 
1Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," pp. 288-



Purpose 

Exploratory 

Descriptive 

Explanatory 

Combination of 
two or more 
purposes 

Other 

Total 

TABLE 10 

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
1946-50 I 1951-5511956-60 I 1961-6511966-7 0 I 1971-7 5 I 1976 I Total 

2 I 3 I 5 I 15 I 4 o I 41 
1

13 
1
119 

(40.0) (27.3) (41.7) (53.6) (50.0) (33.6) C50.0) l41.9) 

1 I 3 I 5 I 5 I 12 I 25 I 4 I 55 
( 2 0. 0) ( 2 7 • 3) ( 41. 7) ( 1 7. 9) ( 15. 0) ( 2 0. 5) (_l 5. 4} (19. 4) 

2 I 5 I 1 I 7 I 27 I 52 I 8 
1
102 

(40.0) (45.5) ( 8.3) (25.0) (33.8) (42.6) (30.8} (35.9) 

0 I O I 1 I 1 I O I 2 ( 1 I 5 
< o.o> < o.o> < 8.3) < 3.6) < o.o> - < 1.6) k 3.8) c 1.8l 

0 I O I O I O I 1 I 2 I O ·1 3 c o.o> c o.o> c o.o> c. o.o> c. 1.25) c 1.6>. K 0.01 c 1.0> 

5 11 12 28 80 122 26 284 

...... 
vJ 
Ul 
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while 61 (about 22 percent) employ secondary data (see 

table 11). Over 10 percent combine both primary and 

secondary sources. Within the category of primary data 

it is apparent that over the years sociologists have employed 

a narrow range of techniques. Interviewing is the major 

source for primary data, 111 of the 193 articles (about 

58 percent); the use of questionnaires, second (17 percent); 

the combining of the two techniques accounts for 7 percent 

of the articles. This total of 82 percent accents a survey 

bias in the research methods, with sociologists depending 

on verbal reports rather than actually observing behavior. 

Participant and non-participant observation and observation 

combined with interviewing are used for only 13 percent of 

the studies, while projective techniques are used in less 

than 3 percent of the cases. 

These findings parallel Brown and Gilmartin's 

observation that the sociologist today limits himself 

rather generally to the construction and conduct of 

t . . d . . 1 ques ionnaires an interviews. Brown and Gilmartin found 

that in 1940-1941, 25 percent of the empirical studies 

depended on interviews and questionnaires for their data, 

and in 1965-1969, 48 percent did. The present content 

analysis of studies done by sociologists in the field of 

1rbid., p. 288. 



TABLE 11 

SOURCE OF DATA OF ARTICLE BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Source of Data 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Primary sources 

Questionnaire 2 3 1 3 7 11 5 
{40.0) {27. 3) { 8.0) {_10. 7) { 8.8) ( 9. Ol (19 •. 21 

Interview 3 13 36 55 4 
{25.0) {_46.4) {45.0) {45.ll (15. 4}. 

Both question 3 1 2 4 3 1 
and interview (27.3) (_ 8.3) ( 7 .1) ( 5. 0) { 2.4) l 3. 81 

Observation 2 5 .8 1 
( 7.1) (_ 6 .-3) (_ 6.6)_ (_ 3.81. 

Observation and 1 5 4 
interview (.2 0. 0) ( 6.3) { 3.3} 

Projective 1 2 2 
{ 3. 6) (_ 2. 5) (_ 1~6)_ 

Three or more 1 3 1 
primary sources (_ 1.3) ( 2. 4) (_ 3.8) 

Total primary 
sources 

Total 

32 
(11. 3) 

111 
(3 9 .1 )_ 

14 
( 4. 9) 

16 
( 5. 61 

10 
( 3. 5) 

5 
C 1.81 

5 
( 1. 8) 

193 
(67.9) 

...... 
w 
-.,J 



TABLE 11.--Continued 

Year 
Source of Data 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 

Secondary sources 

Census 1 4 1 
( 9. 0) (33. 0) ( 3. 6) 

Other records 1 2 1 3 
(20.0) (18. 2) ( 8.3) (.10.7) 

Survey data 1 
( 3. 6) 

More than one 
secondary method 

Total secondary 
methods 

Both Erimary and 1 2 2 2 
secondary sources (20. 0) (18.2) (16.7) ( 7.1) 

Total 5 11 12 28 

1966-70 1971-75 

4 2 
( 5. 0) ( 1.6) 

3 9 
( 3.8) ( 7.4) 

2 14 
( 2.5) (11.5) 

1 
( 1. 3) 

10 11 
(12.0) ( 9. 0) 

80 122 

1976 

3 
(11.5) 

8 
(30.8) 

1 
( 3. 8) 

2 
( 7. 7) 

26 

Total 

12 
( 4.2) 

22 
( 7.7} 

25 
( 8. 8 l 

2 
{. 0.7) 

61 
(21. 5}. 

30 
(10. 6} 

284 

f-1 
w 
(X) 
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aging indicates an even stronger reliance on the use of 

the interview and questionnaire technique to gather data. 

Of those researchers using secondary data, 41 

percent make use of national and local survey data, 36 

percent study records of various kinds~ and 20 percent use 

census data. Thirty of the sociologists combine the use of 

primary and secondary data. 

A chronological analysis does not indicate any 

major shifts in the use of research techniques. The only 

notable change is in the use of survey data, starting with 

3.6 percent of the articles in 1961-1965, and increasing to 

30.8 percent for the single year, 1976. In 1976 collection 

of data through the use of the interview dropped to 15.4 

percent of the articles. 

Time factor and setting 

The research studies are definitely both time-bound 

and culture-bound. Seventy-five percent of the studies 

are cross-sectional, and longitudinal and pseudo longitudinal 

studies account for about 24 percent of the studies (table 

12). 1 Although only about one-quarter of the studies are 

long-itudinal, this is higher than is to be expected 

considering the difficulties inherent in longitudinal 

1 · a· 1 t a· · a An example of pseudo longitu ina s u ies is 
cohort study using census data. 



TABLE 12 

RESEARCH CHARACTERISTIC OF TIME, BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Time Factor 1946-50 1951-55 1955-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Cross-sectional 4 9 8 21 59 94 18 
(80.0) (81. 8) (_66.7) (_75.0)_ (73.8)_ (_77.0)_ {_69_.2)_ 

Longitudinal 1 0 1 6 16 23 6 
(_20.0)_ (_ 0.0) ( 8.3) (21.4) (_20. 0) (18. 9 l (_23.ll 

Pseudo 
longitudinal 0 2 3 1 4 4 1 

( 0.0) (_18. 2) (_25. 0) (_ 3. 6) (_ 5.0). ( 3. 3 )_ (. 3.81 

Both cross-
sectional and 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 
longitudinal C o. O) (_ 0.0) ( 0.0) (_ 0.01 (_ 1.2) (_ 0.8)_ C 3. 81 

Total 5 11 12 28 80 122 26 

Total 

213 
C7 s. o l 

53 
(_18. 6)_ 

15 
(_ 5.31 

3 
C 1.11 

284 

~ 
~ 
0 
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research. This percentage of longitudinal studies reflects 

the use of secondary·data such as census reports and 

various national surveys •. In the Brown and Gilmartin 

study 85 percent of the research referred to only one 

point in time. 1 The higher proportion of longitudinal 

designs used by sociologists in the field of aging compared 

to the broader field of sociology may reflect the sociol

ogist's awareness of the need to study aging as a continuing 

process over time. 

Almost 94 percent of the studies reported by the 

sociologists in the field of aging are conducted in the 

United States and concern aging in the United States 

(see table 13). About 5 percent cover aging in countries 

other than the United States, and slightly over 1 percent 

compare the situation of the elderly in the United States 

with the elderly in other countries. This finding 

reinforces the plea for more cross-national and comparative 

cultural studies in aging made by several researchers in the 

field. 2 It agrees ·also with Brown and Gilmartin's critique 

1Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today-," p. 288. 

2Ethel Shanas, "Gerontology and the Social and 
Behavioral Sciences: Where Do We Go from Here?" 
Gerontologist 15 (December 1975): 501. George L. Maddox, 
"Themes and Issues in Sociological Theories," PP· 25-26. 



TABLE 13 

RESEARCH CHARACTERISTIC OF SETTING BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Setting 1946-50 1951-55 L956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

United States 5 11 12 26 74 112 26 
(_100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (9 2. 2) (92.5) (91. 8) (100.0; 

.. 

Other 0 0 0 2 5 7 0 
( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 7 .1) ( 6.3) ( 5.7) (_ 0. 0, 

Comparative 0 0 0 0 1 3 0 
( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) (_ 0. 0) (_ 0.0) ( 1.2) ( 2.5) (_ 0. o: 

Total 5 11 12 28 80 122 26 

Total 

266 
(93. 7 

14 
( 4. 9 

4 
(_ 1. 4 

284 

) 

) . 

...., 
~ 
N 
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of sociology as being provincial, based on their finding 

that three-fourths of the research is set in the United 

States. 1 

Use of numerical techniques 

Very few of the sociologists doing research in the 

field of aging do not use numerical techniques; about 

93 percent of the studies use some type of statistical 

manipulation, and only 7 percent of the studies do not 

state the number of cases studied or only use the number of 

cases to describe the sample (see table 14). Of those 

studies using numerical techniques, the largest percentage 

use two techniques (43 percent) and about 30 percent use 

only one technique (table 15). The use of percentages is 

the most common technique with chi square being the second 

most frequent technique used. A few studies combine the 

usage of several techniques such as Pearson's r, McNemar's Q, 

the Phi coefficient, and t tests. An example of the type 

of empirical study which did not use numerical techniques 

is an exploratory research in which the data were gathered 

mainly through interviewing and participant observation. 

The investigator looked at the impoverishment of social 

1Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," p. 287. 



TABLE 14 

NUMBER OF STUDIES USING NUMERICAL TECHNIQUES, BY FIVE-YEAR 
INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Used -techniques 4 . 11 12 24 72 116 26 
(80.0) . (100.0) (100.0) (85.7) (90.0) (95.1) (100. 0) 

Did not use 1 0 0 4 - 8 6 0 
techniques (20.0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) (14.3) (10.0) ( 4.9) {_ 0. 0) 

Total 5 11 · 12 28 80 122 26 

. . 

Total 

265 
(93. 3 

19 
( 6.?: 

284 

1---' 
~ 
~ 



TABLE 15 

NUMBER OF NUMERICAL TECHNIQUES USED IN STUDIES, BY FIVE-YEAR 
INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Number of Year 
Techniques Used 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

One 3 4 4 10 19 . 37 4 
(75.0) (3 6. 4) (_33.3) (41. 7) (26.4) (31. 9) (_15.4)_ 

Two 1 4 7 11 37 43 11 
(25.0) (36.4) (5 8. 3) (45. 8) (51.4) (37 .1) (42.3} 

Three 0 1 0 1 10 22 6 
( 0. 0) (_ 9.1) ( 0. 0) ( 4. 2) { 13. 9) {19.0) (23.1) 

Four 0 2 0 0 2 12 2 
{ 0. 0) (18.2) ( 0. 0) { 0. 0) ( 2. 8) (10.3) ( 7.7) 

Five 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 
( 0. 0) ( 0.0) (_ 8. 3) { 0. 0) ( 1.4) ( 0. 9) ( 0. 0). 

Six 0 0 0 2 0 0 . 2 
( 0.0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 8. 3) { 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 7.7) 

Not recorded or 0 0 0 0 3 · 1 1 
not discernible ( 0.0) ( o. o l ( 0. 0) { 0. 0) { 4.2) { 0.9) (_ 3.8) 

Total 4 11 12 24 72 116 26 
' 

Total 

81 
(3 0. 6) 

114 
( 43. 0) 

40 
(15 .1) 

18 
C 6. 8) 

3 
( 1.1) 

4 
{ 1.5) 

5 
( 1.9) 

265 

1-'. 
~ 
u, 
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d ' 1 roles an relationships in single-room occupancy. When 

the articles are ordered chronologically, the data indicate 

an upward trend in the use of more than one technique. 

This is an obvious effect of the increased use of 

mathematical techniques in sociological research. 

· size of sample 

While sample size is not necessarily indicative of 

sample representativeness, it is interesting to observe the 

wide range of sample sizes inthe studies. The smallest 

sample size reported is in an exploratory study using two 
' . 2 

samples, one of eight people and another of nineteen. The 

largest samples are over 5,000; about 10 percent of the 

total studies are included in this category. 

An inspection of the data in table 16 indicates 

that the most frequent size sample used is one of 101-500 

elements. Of the total articles studied, the authors use 

this size sample in almost 45 percent of the investigations. 

A chronological analysis reveals the relative frequency of 

this sample size to be consistently higher than any other. 

1Joyce Stephens, "Society of the Alone: Freedom, 
Privacy, and Utilitarianism as Dominant Norms in the SRO," 
Journal of Gerontology 30 (March 1975): 230-235. 

2sharon Moriwaki, "The Affect Balance Scale: A 
Validity Study with Aged Samples," Journal of Gerontology 
29 (January 1974): 73-78. 



Size of Sample 

30 or less 

31-100 

101-500 
.. 

501-1000 

1001-2000 

2001-5000 

Over 5000 

Not indicated 

Total 

TABLE 16 

SIZE OF SAMPLE BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 

1 0 0 0 5 12 
(.2 0. 0} (. 0.0} ( 0. 0} ( 0. 0} (_ 6.3} ( 9. 8) 

0 2 1 2 13 20 
( 0. 0) (18. 2) ( 8.3) ( 7 .1) (16.2) (16. 4) 

2 5 5 19 36 45 
(_40.0) (45. 4} ( 41. 6} (_67.8) (45. 0) t36.9) 

1 2 0 3 6 11 
(.2 0. Ol (18.2} ( 0.0) (_10. 7} ( 7. 5} ( 9.0) 

1 0 2 1 8 12 · 
(20.0) ( 0. 0) (16. 7) ( 3.6) (10.0} ( 9. 8) 

0 1 0 0 2 6 
( 0. 0) ( 9. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 2. 5) ( 4.9} 

0 1 4 2 5 13 
( 0.0) (_ 9.0) (33.0) ( 7 .1) l 6.3) (10.7) 

0 0 0 1 5 3 
( 0. 0) (_ 0. 0) ( 0.0) (_ 3. 6) ( 6.3} ( 2. 0} 

5 11 12 28 80 122 

1976 

1 
(_ 3.8) 

1 
C 3. 8) 

14 
(_53. 8). 

3 
(11. 5} 

0 
C 0. 0l 

4 
(15.4). 

3 
(11.5). 

0 
( 0. 0} 

26 

Total 

19 
t 6. 71 

. 39 
(13.71 

126 
(_44.4} 

26 
( 9.1} 

24 
( 8.5). 

13 
( 4.61 

28 
(_ 9.9) 

9 
( 3. 2} 

284 

..... 
ii:::.. 
-...J 
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From 1946 to 1965 the use of a sample of 101-500 elements 

increases from 40 percent of the cases studied to almost 

68 percent. A decrease to 36.9 percent is observed from 

1966 to 1975. This is partially accounted for by the use 

of large samples with 2,000 or more elements. The larger 

samples reflect the availability of data banks to the 

sociologist for the secondary analysis of data. 

Research strategy 

Only a small percentage of the research designs 

are experimental in nature, about 11 percent compared to 

almost 80 percent which use multivariate analysis (see 

table 17). These categories are not applicable in about 

10 percent of the research articles. 1 Most of the research 

articles examined compare the responses or social charac

teristics of various groups and control for different 

variables when necessary through statistical manipulations. 

The experimental research designs are found mainly in 

studies with a social psychological orientation. For 

example, Ruth Laverty studied the emotional adjustment 

of thirty older people, fifteen of whom were placed in home 

1An article may be descriptive in nature such as 
~ne written .by Walter c. McKain, "Observations on Old Age 
in the Soviet Union," Gerontologist 7 (March 1967): 70-72. 



TABLE 17 

RESEARCH STRATEGY BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Research Strategy 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 

Experimental 1 2 1 3 9 14 
(20.0) ( 18. 2) ( 8. 3) (_10. 7) (11.2) ( 11. 5 )_ 

Multivariate 4 8 9 21 63 96 
analysis (.80.0) (_72.7) (75.0) (75. 0) (.78.8)_ (78. 7) 

Not applicable 0 1 2 4 8 12 
( 0. 0} ( 9 .1) (16. 71 (_14.3) (.10. 0) (_ 9.8) 

Total 5 11 12 28 80 122 

1976 

1 
( 3. 8) 

24 
(92. 4 )_ 

1 
(_ 3. 8)_ 

26 

Total 

31 
(10.9} 

225 
(79.21 

-28 
( 9.9) 

284 

....., 
ii:. 
\.0 
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care service and a control group of fifteen.who remained 

1 in institutional care. 

The proportion of experimental designs is high when 

compared to those found by Brown and Gilmartin in sociology. 

In the two-year period studied, they found only one which 

approximated the classical experi~ental design. 2 

Type of sampling 

It is the aim of sampling to have as representative 

a sample as possible. While probability sampling does not 

ensure a representative sample, such samples do allow for 

estimates of sampling error. Of the total studies, 38 

percent use probability sampling, almost 36 percent use 

nonprobability sampling, and 6 percent use a combination 

of both probability and nonprobability sampling (.table 18). 

An examination of the data reveals that the relative 

frequency of use of these two methods is about equal; no 

pattern can be discerned. Almost 13 percent of the studies 

use total populations; this trend is slightly upward since 

1 Ruth Laverty, "Non-resident Aid--Cornmunity Versus 
Institutional Care for Older People," Journal of Gerontology 
5 (October 1950): 370-374. 

2Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," p. 288. 



Type of Sampling 

Probability 

Nonprobability 

Both probability 
and 
nonprobability 

Total population 

No indication 

One case 

Total 

TABLE 18 

TYPE OF SAMPLING BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 

1 5 4 10 28 47 
(20. 0) (45.4) (33.3) (35.7) (35.0) (38.5) 

2 4 4 11 32 41 
(40.0) (36.4) . (33.3} (39.3) (40.0) (33.6} 

1 1 0 4 3 6 
(20.0) ( 9 .1) ( 0. 0) (14.3) ( 3. 7) ( 4. 9} 

0 1 3 2 11 19 
( 0.0) ( 9. 1) (25. 0) ( 7 .1) ( 13. 8) ( 15. 6) 

1 0 1 1 6 9 
(20.0) ( 0. 0) ( 8.3) ( 3. 6) ( 8. 5) ( 7. 4) 

0 0 0 0 0 0 
( 0. 0) ( 0.0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) ( 0. 0) 

5 11 12 28 80 122 

1976 

13 
(50. 0) 

8 
(_3 0. 8) 

3 
(11.5) 

0 
( 0. 0) 

1 
( 3. 9) 

1 
( 3. 9) 

26 

Total 

108 
(38.0} 

102 
(3 5. 9 l 

18 
( 6.3) 

36 
(12.7) 

19 
( 6.7) 

1 
( 0.3) 

284 

r' 
u, 
r' 
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1961.
1 

This again reflects the accessibility of census 

data to the sociologist. 

Measure of Consensus 

In the interest of defining the paradigmatic status 

of the sociology of aging selected variables were studied 

through a content analysis of the articles written by 

sociologists in the Gerontologist and the Journal of 

Gerontology. The purpose was to establish the degree of 

agreement found in theory, methodology, problems, and 

research techniques used in the discipline. A measure of 

consensus was used to ascertain the degree of agreement 

. th. h f th 1 d f t · 2 
wi in eac o e se ecte sets o ca egories. 

The classifications are as follows: the type of 

article, the subject area, the broad theoretical perspective, 

1claire Selltiz, Lawrence s. Wrightsman, and 
Stuart w. Cook, Research Methods in Social Relations, 3rd ed. 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1976}, p. 516. A 
population is included here as a type of sample because, 
according to Selltiz et al., "In practice, no census ever 
reaches all the population elements, in effect, what is 
supposed to be a census is actually a sample, albeit a sample 
which includes a very high proportion of the population 
elements." An example of a total population is a study by 
Frances G. Scott, "Intrastate Migration of the Pre-aged and 
the Aged in Texas, 1935-1940," Joutnal of Gerontology 13 
{July 1958): 296-304. 

2The computation of the measure of consensus is 
~xplained in chapter III, in the section on "techniques of 
investigation," pp. 109-112. 
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the middle-range theory, and the research characteristics. 

Within the classification of reiearch characteristics the 

variables included are the purpose of research, source of 

data, time span, setting, use of numerical techniques, 

size of sample, type of sampling, and the research 

strategy. Examination of the measure of the degree of 

consensus for each of these categories over the years 

from 1946 to 1976 provides a comparative basis for 

evaluating the paradigmatic status of the sociology of 

aging. The lower the value of the measure, the higher the 

degree of consensus. The minimum value, indicating the 

highest degree of homogeneity or consensus when all the 

frequencies occur in the same category of the classification, 

is 0.0. 

Theory 

Observing the data in table 19 in regard to the 

measure for theory, over the years the increase in agreement 

is very strong with the measure moving away from 100.0 

percent of the maximum to a low of 49.4 in 1971-75. This 

reflects the increased interest in the social interaction 

perspective in recent years. On the other hand, the 

measure of consensus for middle-range theory indicates 

neither a trend nor a high degree of consensus. There is 



TABLE 19 

MEASURE OF THE DEGREE OF CONSENSUS AMONG SOCIOLOGISTS WRITING IN THE 
JOURNAL OF GERONTOLOGY AND THE GERONTOLOGIST 

BY FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976* 

Year 
Classification 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Type of article 85.4 61.2 72.4 84.9 83.0 76.7 79.2 

Subject area 96.7 91.0 95.2 97.5 96.8 98.1 96.0 

Theoretical 
perspective 00.0 88.9 100.0 91.7 73.4 49.4 75.0 

Middle-range theory 00.0 96.0 100.0 93.6 91.3 96.0 91.8 

Purpose of research 96.0 96.7 85.2 82.3 81.8 82.9 84.0 

Source of data 96.0 97.1 93.3 80.8 76.5 83.0 92.2 

Time span 64.0 59.5 72.9 58.6 55.1 49.3 61.9 

Setting 00.0 00.0 00.0 26.5 21.0 23.0 00.0 

Used techniques 64.0 00.0 00.0 49.0 36.0 18.7 oo.o 
Size of sample 96.0 88.8 90.7 61.8 85.3 90.9 78.8 

Type of sampling 96.0 86.0 94.4 84.4 86.4 88.3 79.9 

Research strategy 64.0 64.5 60.4 61.8 53.6 53.7 21.2 

*The lower the percent the higher the degree of consensus. 

Median 
Value 

79.2 

96.7 

75.0 

93.6 

84.0 

92.2 

59.9 

00.0 

18.7 

88.8 

86.4 

60.4 

00.0---all frequencies are in same category of classification. 
100.0--frequencies evenly divided between two categories of classification. 

r' 
Ul 
.i::,. 
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only one theoretical article to analyze from 1946-1950, 

which accounts for the complete consensus of 00.0 and only 

two articles from 1956-1960, each one in a different 

category, which yields the measure of 100.0. 

Subject area 

In the subject area or problems which sociologists 

consider important to study, no trend or consensus is 

apparent. The measure remains at 95 percent of maximum or 

above for all the periods except 1951-1955, when the amount 

of homogeneity increases by 4 percent (91.-0}. 

While this measure indicates that there is no 

consensus in the field regarding which problem areas are 

important to study, it must be qualified as to its 

appropriateness as a determinant of the paradigmatic status 

of the sociology of aging. In place of asking sociologists 

which problem areas merit their attention, the study 

analyzed the content of articles published in the field. 

Since the authors had chosen to study these areas, whatever 

they chose defined the field. Any ar~a in which a 

substantial number of professionals write is a legitimate 

area to consider in a field. However, the problem arises 

in the classification of these areas. In order to set up 

mutually exclusive categories, it was necessary to have 
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seventeen categories, including the categ~ry "other. 111 

With the spread of t~e data into so many different 

categories, the amount of agreement in the field as to 

subject matter is small. · If a classificatory scheme 

could have been devised with fewer categories, it is 

possible that the consensus in the field would have been 

greater, provided that the subject areas were not evenly 

divided among the categories. 2 

While it is deemed necessary to point out the 

limitations to the use of subject matter as one of the 

determinants of the paradigmatic status, its use in the 

present study is relevant. Any concern with the description 

of the status of the field of aging can hardly afford to 

ignore entirely the problem areas sociologists ~ddress within 

the field. In the case of an attempt to determine the 

paradigmatic status of the field, definitions of paradigm 

would seem to require a consideration of subject areas as 

well as theory, methodology, and techniques. 

1Brown and Gilmartin classified the special interest 
areas of articles written by sociologists into twenty-five 
different categories. Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology 
Today," p. 284. Simpson used twenty-three different 
categories to group the specialty areas of members of the 
American Sociological Association. Richard Simpson, 
"Expanding and Declining Fields in American Sociology," 
American Sociological Review 26 {June 1961): 458. · 

2The consensus measure is adjusted for the number 
of categories. 



157 

Methodology and techniques 

For the amount of agreement in the field in regard 

to methodology and research techniques· an analysis of the 

degree of consensus in the type of the articles and in the 

research characteristics is needed. Looking at the type 

of article, an increase in consensus is apparent from 1961 

through 1975, with the measures revealing from 10 to 30 

percent more consensus in different yearly intervals than 

is found in the subject areas. The greatest degree of 

consensus is in the use of numerical techniques (18.71 

and in the setting of the research (21. Ol. In both of these 

categories the consensus value goes down to 00.0 in three 

different time intervals. The high degree of homogeneity 

in the setting reflects the lack of cross-national studies 

and the fact that 93.7 percent of the research settings are 

the United States. Consensus is readily apparent in the 

classifications of research strategy (measure varies from 

64.5 to 21.2) and the time span (72.9 to 49.3). The 

classifications of research purpose and type of sample show 

a higher degree cf consensus than some categories but less 

than others, nor do these measures reveal any definite 

trends. In size of sample the years 1961-1965 indicate a 

large increase in the amount of consensus over the early 

years, but this decreases after 1965. The consensus measure 
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of "techniques used for source of data" represents a 

clear trend toward increased consensus over the years with 

the measure moving away from 97.1 percent of the maximum 

in 1951~1955 to 76 percent of the maximum in_ 1966-1970. 

However, the consensus decreases somewhat in the recent 

years, 1971-1976. 

Summary 

The analysis reveals a degree of agreement in the 

generally-accepted theory and methodologies, with certain 

research characteristics exhibiting a stronger measure of 

agreement (consensus) than others. However, variations in 

the measures of consensus are extreme. The median value 

of the measures of consensus for the classification of 

setting of research is 00.0, indicating complete consensus, 

while the median value of subject area is 96.7, very close 

to no consensus. Consensus measures for the eight categories 

of type of article, theoretical perspective, purpose, source 

of data, time span, setting, used numerical techniques,and 

research strategy indicate a trend toward more consensus 

and have a median value of 92.2 or lower. Consensus measures 

for the other four categories of subject area, middle-range 

theory, size of sample, and type of sampling are not moving 

toward consensus. The median values of consensus measures 

in this group vary from 86.4 to 96.7. The measures of 
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consensus reveal a wide variation in the degree of agreement 

of sociologists writing in the field of aging. 

The.findings are summarized in table 20. In each 

category the classification with the highest percent is 

listed, the trend in this classification is indicated, and 

an interpretation of the median value of the degree of 

consensus in the category is given •. With the amount of 

variation that exists in the interpretations of the 

consensus measures it may be concluded that a paradigm 

does not exist. 



TABLE 20 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS RELATED TO THE DETERMINANTS OF THE PARADIGMATIC 
STATUS OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF AGING 

Classification with 
Highest Percent 

Category Classification I PercentlTrend* 

Type of article 

Subject area 

Theoretical 
perspective 

Middle-range theory 

Research characteristics: 

Purpose 

Source of data 

Time ·factor 

Setting 

Numerical techniques 

Size sample 

Research strategy 

Type sampling 

Empirical 

Work, retirement and 
leisure 

Social interaction 

Disengagement 

Exploratory 

Primary 

.Cross-sectional 

United States 

Used techniques 

101-500 

Multivariate analysis 

Probability 

*+Percentage increasing over the years. 
- Percentage decreasing. 
+ Percentage fluctuating, no trend indicated. 

50.1 

12.7 

64.7 

23.0 

41.9 

67.9 

75.0 

93.7 

93.3 

44.4 

79.2 

38.0 

+ 
± 

+ 

± 
+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 

Interpretation 
of Median of 
Consensus 

Value 

Low 

None 

Low 

None 

None 

None 

Moderate 

Complete 

Very strong 

Low 

Moderate 

Low 

l-' 

°' 0 



CHAPTER V 

OTHER AREAS OF INTEREST IN THE 

SOCIOLOGY OF AGING 

As stated in chapter I, the aim of the present 

study is to gain a better understanding of the sociology 

of aging by applying to it the kind of sociological analysis 

that has proved fruitful when directed to many other kinds 

of social activities. To do this three areas are explored: 

the paradigmatic status of the field, the use of an inter

disciplinary approach on the part of sociologists to the 

study of aging, and the extent to which sociologists call for 

a restructuring of the social institutions when existing 

problems are viewed as an integral part of the way the social 

system normally operates. 

In assessing the state of the discipline theory, 

methodology, techniques, and problem areas were examined 

to determine the paradigmatic status of the field. Two 

additional themes of interest emerge from a consideration of 

social gerontology. One is the interdisciplinary nature of 

social gerontology which has been emphasized since the 

inception of the field. The second is the stress on social 

action with a problem-solving orientation toward improving 

161 
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the condition of the aged. 1 The interdisciplinary nature 

of the field may be evaluated by exploring the extent to 

which sociologists writing in the field of aging consult 

other disciplines for source material. The extent of the 

stress on social action may be examined by inquiring 

whether or not sociologists apply a social action approach 

in their work dealing with the aged.. Thus the objective of 

this segment of the research is to measure sociologists' 

accord with two of the prevalent themes in social geron

tology: it is an interdisciplinary science, and it is 

concerned with ameliorating the social conditions of the 

aged. 

Interdisciplinary Approach 

In the first issue of the Journal of Gerontology 

the author of the lead article, Lawrence Frank, makes a 

statement in referring to gerontology which delineates the 

interdisciplinary nature of the field. 

Gerontology reflects the recognition of a new kind 
of problem that will increasingly command the 
interest and devotion of a variety of scientists, 
scholars, and professional workers, all of whom 
are needed to study such problems as hwnan growth, 
development and aging. These new problems 
transcend the knowledge and methods of any one 

1Ethel Shanas, "Sociology of Aging and the Aged," 
Sociological Quarterly 12 (Spring 1971): 159-161. 
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discipline or profession and demand the focussing 
of the findings of many separate investigators 
into a synthesized, coherent whole. 1 

Recognition of the multifaceted aspects of the study of 

aging is reiterated by Beard when she points out that in 

establishing social gerontology as a distinct field of 

study no one can claim to be a gerontologist who knows just 

d . . 1· 2 one iscip ine. The very nature of the field encompasses 

many disciplines and includes persons ' of varied professional 

backgrounds. As has been stated in this study, gerontology 

involves the study of four related but separate dimensions 

of aging: the biological aspect, the psychological aspect, 

the behavioral aspect, and the sociological aspect. Since 

these four aspects are all interrelated in the process of 

human aging, the social gerontologist must have an under

standing of each aspect as it affects the individual's 

adaptation to age-related changes in hin1self and in his 

integration with society. 3 

1Lawrence K. Frank, "Gerontology," Journal of 
Gerontology 1 {January 1946): 1. 

2Belle Boone Beard,. "l?orieword," Gerontology, A Book 
of Readings, Clyde B. Vedders, ed. (Springfield, Ill.: 
Charles c. Thomas, 1963), p. x. 

3~obert Atchley, Social Forces in Later Life 
(Belmont, ca.: Wadsworth Publishing, Inc., 1972), PP· 5-6. 
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The multidimensional aspects of the study of aging 

fostered the rise of the Gerontological Society, a cross

disciplinary organization. 1 The two official publications 

of the Society are definitely interdisciplinary in content. 

The Journal of Gerontology is divided into three sections: 

Biological and Medical Sciences, Psychology and the Social 

Sciences, and Social Gerontology. The articles are 

allocated to each section in approximately the same number 

of pages, with an attempt to keep a balance for an entire 

year's issues rather than a balance for each issue. The 

decision as to whether an article belongs in Psychology 

and the Social Sciences, or if it should be placed in ~he 

section of Social Gerontology is made by the editor~in-chief 

with the approval of the editor of that particular section.
2 

The Gerontologist appeals to a wide audience engaged in 

varied disciplines. Jerome Kaplan, the editor-in-chief for 

many years, when queried as to the editorial policy, wrote: 

"The Gerontologist operates wholly on the basis ·that it is 

a generic journal in aging. It is interdisciplinary without 

question and was programmed as such. 113 

1 Frank, "Gerontology," p. 2. 

. 2Harold Brody, editor-in-chief, stated these policies 
1.n reponse to an inquiry made . by the researcher on 
November 4, 1975. 

1975. 
3Reply to letter to researcher, dated November 7, 
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Use of Citations as a Measure 
of Communication 

In searching for a heuristic device to measure 

the interdisciplinary exchange of knowledge of sociologists 

studying the aged, in this study the method of citation 

study was adopted. The present concern. with scientific 

communication has resulted in a number of studies in the 

social sciences analyzing the use of information by means 

1 of the citation study. According to Broadus, the typical 

study provides four different breakdowns of the total 

citations: the number or percentage in (11 each subject 

field, (2) each major language, (3} each form of publication 

(such as book, periodical, thesis, etc.}, and (4} each age 

category by five-or ten-year intervals.
2 

In a survey of all the British and American citation 

studies which could be located for the social sciences, 

Broadus identified eleven studies in which references are 

classified according to the disciplines of the subject area. 

The categories used a~e as follows: 

1. References made to the same field as the 

author's subject matter 

1Robert N. Broadus, "Literature of the Social 
Sciences: a Survey of Citation Studies," International 
Social Science Journal 22, no. 2 (1971}: 236-243. 

2Ibid., p. 236. 
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2. Citations to social sciences other than the 

author's discipline 

3. Other 

The definitions used for social science categories are the 

Library of Congress Classifications or, as in a study made 

by Earle and Vickery, a guess as to the subject content of 

each work cited, based on its title .. 1 

In studying the source of bibliographical citations, 

one of the problems Brown and Gilmartin consider is "Does 

the information feed back into our science by our successful 

colleague·s derive from a wide range of fields? 112 They found 

that in both periods, 1940-1941 and 1965-1966, the major 

input sources for sociologists writing in the American 

Sociological Review and The American Journal of Sociology 

for the two year periods were these same two journals. Forty 

percent of the citations were made f.rcm the two journals. 

For the 1940-1941 interval, greater use was made of the 

psychological literature (25 percent of the references) 

than of the literature appearing in the minor sociological 

1Broadus, "Literature of the Social Sciences," 
pp. 238-239. Penelope Earle and Brian Vickery, "Social 
Science Literature use in the UK as Indicated by Citations," 
Journal Documents 25 (June 1969): 123-141. 

2Julia ·s. Brown and Brian Gilmartin, "Sociology 
Today: Lacunae, Emphases and Surfeits," American 
Sociologist 4 (December 1969): 286. 
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journals such as Social Forces and Sociology and Social 

Research. · The use of psychological literature markedly 

diminished to only 7.2 percent of the total citations in 

1965-1966. The authors conclude that sociologists today 

do not depend significantly for information on journals in 

other disciplines. 

Chubin in a discussion of tne use of the Science 

Citation Index (SCI) in _sociology states: · 

Assessing one's contributions to the advancement 
of knowledge in a discipline or specialty has 
moved beyond a tally of publications to a 1counting 
of bibliographic references of citations. 

Chubin considers the accessibility of data in the SCI as 

providing an attractive research tool as long as specific 

limitations of the data are recognized. These include the 

fact that the index lists citations only in the name of the 

senior author, while the trend in sociology is toward 

collaboration of authors, and that the SCI has indexed 

citations appearing in sociological journals only since 

1971. 2 

A study of bibliographic reference patterns by Lin 

and Nelson analyzes citations in the American Sociological 

1naryl Chubin, "On the Use of the Science Citation 
Index in . Sociology, 11 American Sociologist _8 (November 1973): 
187. 

2Ibid., p. 190. 
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Review, The American Journal of Sociology, and Social Forces 

for the years 1965-1966. The basic unit of analysis is 

"reference" rather than "citation" because the authors 

assume, " •.. the likelihood of a work's being cited in an 

article increases after it has been cited once; therefore, 

citations would not be an independent unit of measurement." 1 

Their working definition of "reference" is a single work 

cited in a journal article. 

The review of studies based ·on an analysis of 

references or citations lends credence to this method for 

obtaining empirical information. One crucial matter 

Broadus mentions is the selection of the publications from 

which the citations are gathered: they must be represen

tative of the field. Broadus states that the official 

journal of the leading national society in a given 

discipline is a source which is as representative of the 

field as possible. 2 The present investigation is using the 

two official publications of the Gerontological Society 

as the source for the study of bibliographic references. 

Broadus does point out several obvious weaknesses 

in citation studies. One author may cite only the most 

1Nan Lin and Carnot E. Nelson, "Bibliographic 
Reference Patterns in Core Sociological Journals, 1965-1966," 
American Sociologist 4 (February 1969): 47. 

2 • 1 s • II Broadus, "Literature of the Socia ciences, 
p. 236. 
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important material while another cites all the material 

used even if only slightly related to his work. There is 

no way to judge the importance of a·citation: it may be 

cited merely for purposes of refutation; it may be crucial 

to the entire study; or it may be of insignificant value, 

yet each citation is counted equally. - Authors often tend 

1 to cite themselves or a colleague • . These limitations, 

however, should not diminish the value of the citation 

tabulation in providing a measure of the interdisciplinary 

input of sociologists into the field of aging. 

Social Action Approach 

The source of citations referred to by sociologists 

writing in the field of aging is used in evaluating the 

interdisciplinary nature of the sociology of aging. 

Additional information concerning the field is garnered by 

analyzing the age of the citations. The other theme of 

interest with which the study is concerned is the social 

action approach to the study of human aging. 

The need to relate social research in aging to 

social action is manifest in many of the landmark works in 
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the field of aging. 1 Social gerontologists evince a concern 

with the practical issues and problems confronting the 

elderly and how these problems might be alleviated. Resow 

makes the point that gerontology may be regarded almost 

as an ideological movement because "the old age field 

attracts many dedicated practitioners who work directly with 

the aged and, on their behalf, are qeeply committed to 

social action and reform. 112 The American tradition of 

social service, volunteer work, and philanthropic private 

foundations has provided competence, good will, and money 

for both research in aging and prac'tical social work.
3 

In the present study the researcher is inquiring 

as to the stance sociologists take in advocating social 

action to restructure societal institutions if existing 

problems specific to the elderly are an integral part of the 

way the social system normally operates .. Social changes 

1Ruth Cavan, Ernest Burgess, and Robert Havighurst, 
Personal Adjustment . in Old Age (Chicago: Science Research 
Associates, 1949). Bernard Kutner, David Fanshel, Alice M. 
Togo, and Thomas Langner, Five Hundred Over Sixty: A 
Community Survey of Aging (New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation, 1956). Ernest Burgess, Aging in Western 
Societies: A Survey of Social Gerontology (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1959). 

York: 

2Irving Rosow, Social Integration of the Aged (New 
Free Press, 1967), p. 1. 

3Michel A. J. Philibert, "The Emergence of Social 
Gerontology," Journal of Social Issues 21 (October 1965}: 
6. 
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in industrialized societies have an impact both on the 

aged and on their families and the communities in which 

they live. The political, economic, and social practices 

of the twentieth century all affect the aged and in turn 

are affected by the aged. Some of the hazards that 

confront the elderly relate ·to the increased probability 

of physical impairments and dysfunc1:-ions, occupational 

retirement, economic dependency~ loss of leadership 

positions, loss of a spouse and friends, loss of an 

independent household, dependency on adult offspring, less 

participation in social affairs, and impending death.
1 

Of these problems the prime issue facing the aged is the 

loss of income coupled with rapid inflationary increases 

in the cost of living. In March 1973 the median income for 

the total population age sixty-five and over was about 

$2,500 compared to the median income for all families of 

2 around $10,250. About 50 percent of the couples over· 

sixty-five had incomes of $5,000 or less, and 70 percent of 

the individuals over sixty-five had less than $3,000 a year 

to live on. About half of the non-married elderly had 

1John c. McKinney and Frank T. deVyver, ed., Aging 
and Social Policy (New York: Meredith Publishing Company, 
1966), p. 2. 

211 The Elderly in America," Population Bulletin, 
Vol. 30, No. 3 (Population Reference Bureau, Inc., 
Washington, D.C., 1975), p. 14. 
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incomes below the poverty level established by the 

Federal government for the aged living alone. At the 

beginning of the century two out of three men sixty-five 

or over were in the labor_ force; by 1950, only one out of 

three older men worked for a living, and today only about 

one in four works . 1 

The delegates to the 1971 White House Conference 

on Aging showed considerable consensus concerning needed 

changes in planning and policy to improve the present 

status of the elderly. The recommendations from the 

Conference cover changes in policies regarding adult 

education, employment and retirement, physical and mental 

health delivery systems, housing, income, nutrition, 

spiritual well-being, transportation services, consumer 

protection and other protection services, government 

agencies dealing with older people, and funds for research 

in the processes of aging and for training professionals in 

the field. 2 The question asked in this research is if 

sociologists interested in the aged advocate taking action 

to induce changes in our basic social institutions so that 

the needs of older people are met. 

1Ibid., pp. 12-13. 

2Louis Lowy, 11 Social Welfare and the Aging, 
11 

in ·· 
Understanding Aging: A Multidisciplinary Approach, eds. 
Martin G. Spencer and Caroline J. Door (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1975), pp. 164-166. 
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The Effect of the Aged on Society 
and Society on the Aged 

The study of sociology is concerned with the 

interrelationships among social structure, soc.ial. 

institutions, and human behavior. Under the rubric of 

social action a complementary area: is explored in this 

research. Does the sociologist note changes that the aged 

as an aggregate may generate in our ·social institutions or 

does he deal primarily with the effect society has on the 

aged. Our social structure has been evolved by people to 

meet the needs of people. As the composition of the 

population changes it is logical to assume that the social 

structure will be changed by the people to meet their 

functional requirements. 1 There are over 20 million older 

citizens who can vote and participate in senior groups 

and social action movements. The nature of this older 

1 ' . 2 I th popu ation as well as the number is changing. n e 

future more of the aged will be native born, better 

d d f 1
. . 3 

ed~cated, _ and will have had a higher stan ar o iving. 

1Belle Boone Beard, "F-oreword," pp. xi-xii. 

2Between 1960-1969, the older population increased 
in the United States by approximately 18 per.cent as . 
compared with a 13 percent growth in the total p~pula!ion. 
The older population has grown to almost seven times its 
size since 1900 while the total population has increased 
only threefold. Lowey, "Social Welfare and the Aging," 
p. 140. 

3 rbid., p. 173. 



174 

They will expect more in terms of he.alth care, living 

facilities, and social amenities. The degree of awareness 

of sociologists to the possibility of "senior power" 

bringing about changes in our social policy is considered 

through measuring the extent to which sociologists discuss 

the influence of the aged as an independent variable which 

can caus~ changes in our society. 

The interdisciplinary nature of the field of social 

gerontology, the use of citations as a measure of connnuni

cation, the pragmatic approach to the study of aging, and 

a consideration of the influence of the aged on society are 

discussed in this chapter. In order to evaluate the 

interdisciplinary nature of the field an~ to explore the 

extent to which sociologists apply a social action approach · 

in their work dealing with the aged, three additional 

research questions are posed in this study. 

Research Questions 

The three research questions are as follows: 

1. What evidence exists to indicate that sociol

ogists contributing to the Gerontologist and the Journal of 

Gerontology utilize an interdisciplinary exchange of 

knowledge? The questions posed here include: Which field 

provides the bulk of the informational input into 

sociologists' study of the aging? Do sociologists read 
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and ref er to studies published· in other disciplines or 

do they mainly cite contributors from the ·same field? 

2. What evidence exists that sociologists are 

advocating a change in social institutions in order to 

alleviate or change the conditions discussed in the 

article? Do sociologists question how a social order may 

be reconstructed to better serve the needs of its members, 

not how its members and institutions may be adjusted and 

accommodated to the need to maintain social .stability and 

order? 

3. Do sociologists consider the effect of society 

on the interests of the aged or the interests of the aged 

on society? A basic assumption of one school of sociol

ogists is that social change is more important than social 

order when it is necessary to solve the problems generated 

by the social structures. 1 McKinney and deVyver state: 

Although the elderly are normally considered a 
conservative component of society and a force for 
the maintenance of the status quo, it •is entirely 
possible that the elderly as an aggregate may, as 
a latent function, c~nstitute a ~owerf~l fo~ce for 
change simply by their presence in society. 

1Albert Szymanski, "Toward a Radical Sociology," 
Sociological Inquiry 40 (Winter 1970): 3-11. 

2McKinney and deVyver, Aging and Social Policy, 
p. 4. 
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The question is do sociologists in the field of a9ing 

consider the possibility that the aged can affect a change 

in the social structure or do they mainly consider the 

effect of society on the aging? The attempt to answer these 

questions is made through a content analysis of the articles 

written by sociologists in the Gerontologist and the Journal 

of Gerontology. 

Definitions of Categories 

Categories to reflect the research questions-were 

established. The content of the articles was analyzed 

according to the following categories. 

Interdisciplinary Exchange of Knowledge 

Evidence of an interdisciplinary exchange of 

knowledge in the work of sociologists in the f!ield of aging 

was obtained by classifying the bibliographic references 

at the end of one randomly selected article in each issue 

of the journal according to the discipline of the authors. 

Due to the large number of references at the end of the 

articles, it would have been unwieldy to analyze the 

bibliographic references for the total universe of articles 

written by sociologists. Therefore, the collection of data 

necessitated the use of a random sampling procedure. Fot 

each issue of the Journal of Gerontology and the Gerontologist 
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the articles written by sociologists were numbered; the 

numbers· for one issue were put into an envelope; and the 

researcher. drew a number out of the envelope. The article 

corresponding to the number drawn was the article used for 

the analysis of the bibliographic references. This 

procedure was repeated for each issue. If the article · 

selected did not cite any references,. another article from 

the same issue was chosen in a similar fashion. The 

references were classified by the following categories: 

1. Sociologists 

2. Psychologists 

3. Social workers 

4. Physicians 

5. Government bureaus 

6. Other 

The information needed was obtained by checking the 

directories of the professional association of sociologists, 

psychologists, social workers, and physicians. The category 

"government bureaus" was included because many of the 

references were to government publications without any 

author given. If the articles or the bibliographic 

references were written by more than one author, the 

discipline of the first author listed for the article or in 

the bibliographic reference was categorized. 

' 
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Age of Reference 

The references were categorized also by the date of 

publication of the oldest reference ·in the article- compared 

to the date of publication of the article. The categories 

"span of years" were set up in five-year intervals as 

follows: 

1. Not more than five year~ old when cited 

2. More than five but not more than ten years old 

when cited 

3. More than ten years old but not more than 

fifteen years old when cited 

4. More than fifteen years old but not more than 

twenty years old when cited 

5. More than twenty years old but not more than 

twenty-five years old when cited 

6. More than twenty-five years but not more than 

thirty years old when cited 

7. More than thirty years old when cited 

For example, if the oldest reference in an article published 

in 1965 was to a work written in 1956, the ~rticle was 

placed in the category "more than five years old but not 

more than ten years old when cited." 
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Advocating Change 

Evidence of the author's advocating a change in a 

social institution was based on the researcher's perception 

of the overall theme of the article. The theme was 

categorized on a yes-no basis as to whether or not the 

author was advancing the suggestion that.a change in the 

social structure was needed to solve the problem(s) 

brought forward in the article. If the catego~y was "yes," 

the institution which the author suggested changing was · 

noted. The category "not applicable" was included in the 

categories. This meant that the subject of ·a change in a 

social institution was irrelevant to the theme of the 

article. 

Treatment of the Interests of the Aged 
as a variable 

Each article was evaluated as to whether the 

author treats the variable of the interests· ot the aged as 

an independent or dependent variable. This classification 

was based on the researcher's judgment of the author's main 

treatment of the subject matter: whether he considers the 

effect of society on the aged or the effect of the aged 

on society. The categories were as follows: 

1. Considering effect of society on the interests 

of the aged 
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2. Considering the effect of the interest of 

the aged on society 

3. Considering both the effect of society on the 

interests of the aged and the interesis of the aged on 

society 

4. Not applicable 

Findings 

A content analysis of the articles written by sociol

ogists in the Gerontologist and the Journal of Gerontology 

reveals information concerning the interdisciplinary nature 

of the sociology of aging and the extent to which sociol

ogists advocate a change in social policy in order to 

improve the living conditions of the elderly~ The findings 

are presented according to the categories established to 

describe this infonnation. Included in the rubric of social 

policy is the quest~on of the treatment of the interests of 

the aged as an independent or dependent variable. 

Citations as a Measure of the Interdisciplinary 
Exchange of Knowledge 

The fact that social gerontology emerged as a multi

disciplinary science is established. It is not known 

whether or not sociologists are using the knowledge 

accumulated in disciplines other than their own to increase 

their understanding of the process of aging. Citations are 
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usually used to acknowledge other investigators' contri

butions related to the author's work or to indicate the 

source of information used by the author. Using a random 

sampli~g design this study categorized the bibliographic 

references cited at the end of selected articles from the 

Gerontologist and the Journal 0£ Gerontology to ascertain 

if sociologists writing in the field of aging consult other 

fields for information. 

The data summarized in table 21 make clear that 

sociologists cite sociologists rather than·scientists in 

other fields of study. This fact is consistent for all of 

the time intervals studied. Over 53 percent of the total 

references categorized are to works written by sociologists. 

This is about three times as many references as are made 

to works by psychologists who comprise the second largest 

group (about 16 percent}. References to studies by 

physicians and social workers are only about 4 percent and 

3 percent, respectively,of the total references. Government 

publications represent 7 percent of the total citations. 

For the period 1956-1960 the use of government publications 

more than doubled from the preceding period (from 8. 5 

percent to 18.8 percent). There is no particular 

explanation available for the large increase, and no trend 



TABLE 21 

DISCIPLINE OF AUTHORS CITED BY SOCIOLOGISTS, IN FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS 
AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Discipline 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Sociologists 29 40 57 126 261 466 85 
(_33.3) (.67.8} (59.4) (45.0) (52.4) (_5 7. 4) (_53.8) 

Psychologists 7 1 3 68 118 107 20 
( 8.0) (_ 1.7) (_ 3 .1) (24. 3) (23. 7) (13. 2} (12.7} 

Social workers 9 2 0 1 15 23 12 
(10. 3) (_ 3.4) ( ·_ 0. 0) ( 0.4) ( 3. 0) ( 2. 8) ( 7. 6). 

Physicians 1 0 1 18 26 37 4 
(_ 1.1) ( 0.0} ( 1. 0) (_ 6.4) ( 5.2} ( 4.61 t 2. 51 

Government 10 5 18 21 27 ·45 14 
reports (11. 5) ( 8. 5) (18.8) ( 7. 5) ( 5. 4) ( 5.6} ( 8.9) 

Other 31 11 17 46 51 133 23 
(35.6) (18.6) (17.7) (16. 4) ( 10. 2 )' (16. 4) (14.61 

Total 87 59 96 280 498 811 158 

Total 

1064 
(53. 5 

324 
(16.3 

62 
( 3 .1 

87 
(_ 4. 4 

140 
. ( 7. 0 

312 
(15. 9 

1989 

l 

I-' 
) . 00 

I\.) 

1 
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is discernible as in the following time interval, 1961-1966, 

only 7.5 percent of the references are to government reports. 

Chronologically, the peak period for sociologists to 

cite sociologists is in 1951-1955 when almost 68 percerit 

of the citations are to sociologists. This decreases to 

45 percent in 1961-1965. In the same five-year interval 

reference to psychologists' works i~creases to 24.3 percent 

from 1.7 percent in 1951-1955. The influence of psychol

ogists in the period 1961-1970 may be attributed partially 

to the introduction of disengagement theory (a social 

psychological theory) into the literature. The decreasing 

interest in the work of social workers on the part of 

sociologists is noteworthy. In the initial period, 1946-1950, 

over 10 percent of the references cited. are by social 

workers. There are no references to social workers in 

1956-1960, and in 1961-1965 only .4 percent of the 

references are to contributions by social workers. These 

references did increase gradually over the years to 7.6 

percent in 1976. 

The analysis of citations leads to the conclusion 

that instead of a cross-fertilization of ideas, sociologists 

learn from colleagues in their own discipline. The limited 

use sociologists make of knowledge from other disciplines 

reinforces the view that social gerontology is a 
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multidisciplinary field with different disciplines bringing 

their own perspective to the study rather than an inter

disciplinary field where there is an extensive interchange 

of knowledge and interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Comparison with other 
citation studies 

Broadus summarizes several qitation studies which 

analyze the subject ~pread ·for citations made by writers in 

t . 1 d' · 1· 1 par icu ar 1sc1p 1nes. Broadus reported that in 1952, 

32.9 percent of the references in the American Sociological 

Review were to sociology, and in 1967, 42.8 percent were 

references to the sociologists' own special field. Meier 

found 39.3 percent of the references of the contributors to 

American sociological journals in 1951 were to -sociology. 

Quinn reported in a study of citations drawn from books 

written in the field of sociology that only 16.8 percent of 

the citations were references to the special subject, 
. 2 

sociology. 

It is of interest to note the difference in the 

findings in the above studies compared to the data collected 

in this study concerning sociologists writing in the 

1Robert N. Broadus, "The Literature of the Social 
Sciences: a Survey of Citation Studies," International 
Social Science Journal 13 (1971): 238. 

2Ibid., pp. 238-239. 
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Gerontologist and the Journal of Gerontology. As 

illustrated in table 19, only in the initial interval of 

1946-1950 are the references to sociologists as low as 

33.3 percent of the -total references for · the period. In 

1951-1955 the high of 67.8 percent is 25 percent above the 

highest figure Broadus reports of 42.8 percent~ The 

figures lead to the conclusion that _sociologists have a 

more narrow perspective when approaching the field of social 

gerontology than they do when writing in their own 

discipline. This is an unexpected finding, considering 

the biological, psychological, economic, and political 

variables which affect the social aspects of aging. 

Age of Citations 

A useful tool in describing some aspect of the 

communication of scientific information within a discipline 

is the age of the literature cited by writers in the field. 

Age refers to the date of publication of the reference 

in relation to the date of publication of the article. In 

this study each selected article was categorized according 

to the oldest reference in the article being not. more ·than 

"n" years old from the time the article was published. The . 

categories for span of years ~f the oldest reference were 

set up in. five-year intervals. For example, if the oldest 

reference in an article published in 1965 was to a work 
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written in 1956, the article was placed in the category 

"more than five years old but .not more than ten years old." 

Of the 155 selected articles studi~~, 21.9 percent of 

the authbrs use references with the oldest reference not 

more than ten years old, 24.5 percent have articles which 

refer to works with the oldest reference not more than 

fifteen years old, and 20 percent reter to references with 

the oldest reference not more than twenty years old (see 

table 22). Only 11 percent of the articles have citations 

in which the oldest reference is not mor_e than five years 

old. Since the recency of materials cited may mean that 

concepts are changing rapidly in a given discipline while 

the use of older references may imply a historical approach 

to problems, it may be suggested that there is a tendency 

1 toward a historical approach~ 

Comparison with other 
citation studies 

Broadus finds that sociologists tend to use very 

recent literature compared to other fields. In the 

literature cited in the American Sociological Review in 

1950, of the serials (including numbered monograph series 

1Robert N. Broadus, "An Analysis of Literature · · 
cited in the American Sociological Review,•• A;nierican : 
Sociological Review 17 (June 19521: 357. 



TABLE 22 

SPAN OF YEARS OF OLDEST REFERENCE CITED IN EACH OF THE SELECTED ARTICLES, 
IN FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Age in Years 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 Total 

Not more than 
five years old 4 6 1 2 2 1 1 17 
when cited (44. 4) (54.5) (11.1) (_ 6. 5) ( 5.4} ( 2.1) (10.0} (11.01 

Not more than 2 1 2 9 8 12 0 34 
ten years old (22.2) ( 9 .1) (22.2) (29;0) (21.6) (25.0) ( 0.0) (21.9} 

Not more than 
fifteen years 2 1 2 15 9 7 2 . 38 
old (22.2) ( 9.1) (22.2) (48.4) (24.3) (14.6) (20. 0) (_24.5) 

Not more than 
twenty years 1 l 2 3 9 13 2 31 
old (11.1) ( 9.1) (22. 2) ( 9.7) (24. 3) (27.1) (20. 0) (20. 0) 

-
Not more than 

twenty-five 0 0 1 0 4 5 3 13 
years old ( 0.0) ( 0.0) (11.1) ( o. 0) (10.8) (10.4) (30. 0) ( 8.4) 

Not more than 
,,. 

thirty years 0 1 0 1 2 5 ·l 10 
old ( 0.0) ( 9 .1) ( 0. 0) ( 3.2) ( 5. 4) (10.4) (10. 0) ( 6.5) 

Over thirty 0 1 1 1 3 5 1 12 
years old ( 0. 0) ( 9.1) (11.1) ( 3.2) ( 8.1) (10.4) (10.0) C 7. 7) 

Total 9 11 9 31 37 48 10 155 

I-' 
co 
'-l 
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and yearbooks) 72.9 percent of the items cited were · ten 

years old or less; 67.2 percent of the nonserials (including 

1 academic theses) were in this same age category. In a 

more recent study, 1965-1966, Broadus reports that 69.6 

percent of the references were published within the last 

2 ten years. 

In the Brown and Gilmartin study, in both 1940-1941 

and 1965-1966, approximately 80 percent of the total 

citations in The American Journal of Sociology and the 

American Sociological Review were to materials published 

within the preceding ten years. 3 Lin and Nelson report 

that the median age of the citations for the period 1965-

1966 varied from 5.3 to 7.8 years depending upon whether 

the journal was the American Sociological Review, The 

4 
American Journal of Sociology, or Social Forces. A similar 

finding is not apparent for sociologists writing in the 

field of gerontology even though it is difficult to make a 

comparison because of the different way of describing the 

1 Ibid., p. 356. 

2Broadus, "The Literature of the Social Sciences," 
p. 241. 

3Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today,"_ p. 287 • 

4Nan Lin and Carnot E. Nelson, "Bibliographic · 
Reference Patterns in Core Sociological Journals, 1965-1966," 
American Sociologist 4 (February 1969): 49. 
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age of references· at the time . cited. 1 Of the references 

studied in the Gerontologist and the Journal of Gerontology, 

only 22 percent have articles in which the oldest reference 

is not more than ten years old. _The data illustrated in 

table 23 reveal that the -median age of the references, 

increased from five years or less in 1951-1955 to twenty 

years ~n 1970-1975. This evidence lends a degree of 

credence to the statement that sociologists writing in the 

field of sociology are more apt to use recent knowledge than 

sociologists contributing to the field of social gerontology. 

The fact that social gerontology is a younger discipline 

than sociology may account for the use of a historical 

approach in the process of establishing a firm foundation 

of knowledge upon which to build. 

Social Action Ap~roach 

The personal problems of many of the elderly have 

come to be perceived cumulatively as a social problem which 

needs both explanation and solution. 2 The difficulties 

1This study categorized the span of years o~ the 
total references according to the oldest reference in the 
article instead of categorizing each individual re~erenc7 
as was done in the citation studies of Brown and Gilmartin, 
Broadus, and Lin and Nelson. 

2Maddox, "Themes and Issues in Sociological 
Theories," p. 18. 



TABLE 23 

SOME GENERAL FINDINGS REGARDING REFERENCE PATTERNS OF SELECTED ARTICLES,· 
IN FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976 

Year 
1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Number of articles 9 11 9 31 37 48 10 

Number of 
references 87 59 96 280 498 811 158 

Mean number of 
references per 
article 9.7 5.4 10.7 9.0 13. 5· 16.9 15.8 

Median span of 
years of oldest 
reference in 
articles* 10 5 15 15 15 20 20 

*Oldest reference not more than "n" years old from date article. was 
published. 

Total 

155 

1989 

12.83 

}-I 

1..0 
0 
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experienced by the aged in meeting their economic, housing, 

health, and social.needs are compounded by the influence 

of negative attitudes and values held by members of 

society toward the aged. One approach ·to the · study of · 

social problems is to view the existing social institutions 

in our society as the most significant set of social 

1 problems. Do the formal, recognized, established ways of 

doing things in our social system need to be restructured to 

meet the changing needs in society? Maddox mentions that in · 

the social disorganization perspective on the social problem 

of aging the focus is on the restriction of social oppor

tunities. The remedy suggested is to reduce the problems 

in aging by having an equitable distribution of social 

resources. "Society must accommodate the. aging individual, 
. 2 

not the other way around." 

In this investigation the question is posed whether 

or not the articles written by sociologists in the field of 

social gerontology advocate a change in the existing 

social institutions in order to meet the needs of the senior 

citizen. Judging from the context of the article, this 

question is applicable to only 104 of the 409 articles 

1Gresham M. Sykes, Social Problems in America 
(Chicago: Scott, Foresman and Company, 19711, P· · 21. 

2Maddox. and Wiley, "Scope, Concepts, and Methods," 
p. 5. 
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studied (see table 24). Of the articles in which the needs 

of the aged .are discussed in terms of what can be done to 

better their quality of life, the authors of 86 articles 

(87 percent of the 104 articles) do call for a change in 

the social system. The 17 percent who do not advocate a 

change present the problem without suggesting that the 

solution necessitates a change in a basic institution. 

Institutions in which 
change is suggested 

While the authors of the earliest studies consider 

a change in the economic institution to be the most 

important, the emphasis changes over the years to concen

trate more on the health care system in this country 

(see table 25). Coupled with the call for improving health 

services is the challenge to the institution of government 

to meet more adequately the critical needs of the elderly. 

Together, the institutions of government and health care 

constitute the major areas (over 50 percen~) where changes 

in the social structure are discussed. In about 17 percent 

of the articles the economy and education, each, are 

considered as the aspects of the social system which need 

to be improved. The family is not discussed as an 

institution which needs changing until the recent period of 

1971-1975 and then accounts for only about 6 percent of the 



TABLE 24 

ARTICLES IN WHICH AUTHORS ADVOCATE CHANGE IN A SOCIAL INSTITUTION, 
IN FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Advocating Change 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

Yes 4 2 4 10 16 45 5 
(33. 3) (14.3) (22.2) (17.9) (15.1) (2 5. 9) . {17.2) 

No 1 6 1 · 1 4 4 1 
( 8.3) {42.9) { 5. 6) l 1. 8) (_ 3.8) ( 2.3) C 3. 4) 

Not applicable 7 6 13 45 86 125 23 
(58. 3) (42.9) (72.2) (80.3) (_81.1) (71.8) (_7 9. 3) 

Total 12 14 18 · 56 106 174 29 

Total 

86 
(21. 0) 

18 
(_ 4.4) 

305 
(7 4 . 6) 

409 

f-.J 
\0 
w 



TABLE 25 

INSTITUTION WHICH AUTHOR ADVOCATES CHANGING, IN FIVE-YEAR INTERVALS 
AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Year 
Institution 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 Total 

Economy 2 2 2 3 1 5 15 
(50.0) (100.0) (50.0) (30.0) ( 6.2) (11.1) (17.4) 

Education 1 2 5 7 15 
(25. 0) (20. 0) (31.3) (15.6) (17. 41 

Family 5 5 
(.11.1) ( 5.8) 

Government 2 2 6 9 3 22 
(50.0) (20.0) (37.5) (20.0) (60.0). C.25. 6 l 

Health care 1 3 4 15 1 24 
( 25. 0) (30.0) (25.0) (33.3) (20.0} (27. 9) 

Religion 1 1 
(20.0l ( 1.21 

Other 4 4 
( 8.9) ( 4. 7) 

Total 4 2 4 10 16 45 5 86 

f--1 
\.0 
~ 
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articles. These findings are reported without trying to 

assess how they have affected or are affecting the discipline. 

Except within the precepts of radical sociology~ the 

sociologist has not been asked to play an active role in the 

situations and organizations which he studies. This appears 

to be true as well for the sociological approach to social 

gerontology. Although the field is conside~ed to be problem 

oriented, approximately 75 percent of the articles analyzed 

do not contain data concerned with relating social research 

to social change and social action needed to improve the 

standard of living of the aged. 

Treatment of the variable 
of interests of the aged as 
an independent or 
dependent variable 

The question analyzed here is, in what terms do 

sociologists view the problems of the elderly? Do they 

think in terms of the way the individual must adjust his 

actions to society: the problems of the individual being 

the dependent variable affected by changes in society, or 

do they view the aged as affecting changes in the society: 

the presence of the aged being the independent variable? 

This question does not apply to about 12 percent of the 

articles (see table 26). For example, an article in which 



TABLE 26 

TREATMENT OF AGE AS INDEPENDENT OR DEPENDENT VARIABLE, IN FIVE-YEAR 
INTERVALS AND 1976, FREQUENCY AND PERCENT 

Treatment of Year 
variable 1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 1966-70 1971-75 1976 

As a dependent 7 12 10 25 62 98 18 
variable (58.3) (85.7) (55.6) (44.6) (5 8. 5) (_56. 3 )_ (_6 2 .1) 

As an independent 0 1 7 9 15 30 6 
variable { 0. 0) (_ 7 .1) (38. 9) (16.1) (14.2) (17.2). (20.7) 

Both 3 0 0 13 7 22 2 
(25. 0) (. 0.0) ( 0.0) (23. 2) ( 6. 6) (12. 6) (. 6.9) 

Not applicable 2 1 1 9 22 24 3 
(16.7) ( 7 .1) ( 5.6) (16. 6) (20.8) (.13. 8) (.10. 3) 

Total 12 14 18 56 106 174 29 

Total 

232 
l56. 7) 

68 
(_16. 6 }_ 

62 
(_15. 2 )_ 

47 
Ul. 5) 

409 

t-i 
\.0 
O"\ 
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research tools and methods are discussed usually could not 

be categorized according to the treatment of age as a 

variable. In about 15 percent of the articles the interests 

of the aged are treated both as an independent and dependent 

variable. The authors of more than one-half of the articles 

(56.7 percent) are concerned primarily with the way society 

affects the aged. Only in about 17 percent of the articles 

do the authors consider the effect of the actions of the aged 

upon society. Since the proportion of elderly in society is 

steadily increasing and since these persons are becoming 

more educated than earlier cohorts and more affluent, it is 

reasonable to speculate that the influence of the aged upon 

society is increasing. When the articles are ordered 

chronologically, it is apparent that sociologists are not 

increasing their study of the effect of the aged on society. 

Summary 

The analysis of data reveals that there is little 

cross-fertilization of ideas on the part of sociologists 

writing in the field of social gerontology. The majority 

of the citations (53 percent} refer to studies of other 

sociologists. About 89 percent of the articles have 

citations which are more than five years old at the time the 

article war, published. 
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The majority of sociologists are not calling .for a 

restructuring of social institutions in order to ameliorate 

the circumstances of the elderly population. Of the 409 

articles only 21 percent of the authors call for a change 

in the social structure. More than one-half of the 

sociologists are concerned mainly with the way society 

affects the aged rather than how the aged can implement 

changes in society. They do not take a social action 

approach to the study of aging. 



CHAPTER VI 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The central purpose of the study reported here has 

been to examine the current state of the sociology of 

aging as reflected in the two leading publications in the 

field of social gerontology, the Journal of Gerontology and 

the Gerontologist. To accomplish this aim, the study 

focused on three aspects of the discipline: (1) the 

paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging, (2) the 

interdisciplinary nature of the field, and (3) the emphasis 

on the need for social action to improve the quality of 

life of the aged. Seven research questions encompassing 

these three areas were posed and answered in the process 

of the investigation. 

To determine the paradigmatic status of the 

sociology of aging a measure of the degree of consensus 

was constructed in regard to the theoretical explanations 

of human aging, the methodology and techniques in the 

field, and the problem areas with which sociologists are 

concerned. This was accomplished by categorizing the 

199 
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content of the articles written by sociologists according 

to classifications reflecting the research problem. 

The range of disciplines for citations made by 

sociologists writing in the field of social g~rontology 

was used as a tool to describe the extent sociologists 

draw on knowledge from other disciplines. The age of the 

oldest citation in selected articles was determined to add 

to the descriptive information on citation patterns. 

The extent sociologists call for a r~structuring 

of social institutions to help solve social _problems of the 

aged was measured as was the authors' consideration of the 

effect of society on the aged or of the aged on society. 

This study was addressed to the recognition of trends 

within each of the aspects investigated. Wherever possible, 

comparison was made between findings of the present study 

and other studies of the state of the discipline of 

sociology. 

Data Collection Procedure 

The Journal of Gerontology and the Gerontologist 

were chosen as the data source for the following reasons: 

(1) they are the official publications of the Gerontological 

Society, (2) they are the leading journals in the field of 

social gerontology, and (3) being interdi_sciplinary in 

nature, they include articles written by socioiogists as 
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well as educators and researchers in other disciplines. 

All of the issues of both jotirnals were searched for 

articles written by sociologists. This yielded a universe 

of 409 articles. 

A content analysis was made of each article to 

determine the following information:_ the type of article, 

the subject area, the theoretical perspective--both the 

broad orientation and the middle-range theory, and the 

research characteristics. Within the latter classification, 

data were collected on purpose of research, the source of 

data, time span, setting, use of numerical techniques, size 

of sample, type of sampling procedure, and research 

strategy. From a selected sample of articles information 

was categorized as to the discipline of the authors of 

the bibliographic references cited by the sociologists and 

the age of the citations in relation to the date of 

publication of the article. The theme of· each article was 

analyzed as to wh~ther or not the author advocated a change 

in the social institutions to ameliorate the problems 

encountered by the elderly and as to the authors' handling 

of the variable of the interests of the aged, whether as 

an independent or dependent variable. The characteristics 

of the articles were assigned to content categories. The 

data were grouped into five-year intervals with an added 
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· period of a single year, 1976, to include current data. 

A measure of consensus was calculated for the data 

generated in each category of a classification for every 

five-year interval and 1976. This measure indicated the 

amount of agreement of sociologists writing in the 
: 

Journal of Gerontology and the Gerontologist -as to 

categories utilized and the frequencies within the 

categories: the lower the value of the measure, the 

higher the degree of homogeneity or consensus within the 

classification. 

Since there are no established criteria as ~o what 

can be interpreted as a substantial degree of consensus 

and what should be considered low consensus, for this study 

the values are set arbitrarily at points equivalent to the 

interpretation of Yules Q. Complete consensus is 0, and 

100 is interpl;'.•eted . as no consensus. The other values are 

as follows: 30 or lower is very strong consensus, 31-50 

is substantial, 51-70 is moderate, 71-90 is low, and 91-99 

is negligible consensus. 

Findings 

The findings are summarized according to the three 

foci of the study: the paradigmatic status of the 

sociology of aging, the interdisciplinary nature of the 
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field, and the need for social action. The research 

questions are discussed within the framework of the 

pertinent focus. 

Paradigmatic Status 

Paradigm-sharing communities of scientists may be 

characterized by the degree of consensus prevalent in the 

discipline regarding theory, methodology, techniques, and 

problems. 1 To formulate the degree of consensus among 

sociologists writing in the field of sociology of aging, 

determinants of the paradigmatic status are established 

through the answers to the following research questions: 

1. What is the t .heoretical orientation of the 

articles written by sociologists 

2. What is the type of article written by 

sociologists in the journals 

3. What are the research characteristics of the 

articles 

4. What are the subject areas with which the 

sociologists are concerned 

1Thomas s. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions 2nd ed. (Chicago: Un~versity ·of Chicago Press, 
1970); Jani~e Beyer Lodahl and Gerald Gordon, ~The ~tructure 
of Scientific Fields and the Functioning of University 
Graduate Departments, 11 American Sociologic~l Review . 37 . . 
(February 1972): 57-72; George Ritzer, Sociology a Multiple 
Paradigm Science {Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1975) • 
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In addition to summarizing the data related to the above 

questions, it is of interest to note if trends are 

discernable in the areas studied. 

Theoretical orientation 

What is the theoretical orientation of the articles 

written by sociologists? The dominant theoretical perspec

tive over the yearly intervals is so~ial inter~ction (about 

65 percent of the articles are written in this framework). 

This is to be expected since the majority of the theories on 

aging are included within this perspective. Through the 

years interest in social interaction theory has increased 

markedly over the functional perspective. The conflict 

perspective has received little or no attention, as less 

than 4 percent of the articles are oriented toward conflict 

theory. 

Middle-range theory 

The middle-range theories most frequently discussed 

are disengagement theory and social integration. Although 

disengagement theory dominated the field from 1961-1970, 

in recent years (1971-1975} social integration theory 

has taken precedence over disengagement theory. Recently, 

attention has been directed to applying exchange theory to 

explanations of age-related changes in social life (9 percent 
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of the articles written in 1971-1975 deal with this). 

There is renewed interest in relating socioenvironmental 

differences to the way a person reacts to the impact of 

aging. 

Consensus measures. Consensus as to theory is 

measured by categorizing both the broad theoretical 

perspectives and the middle-range theories used in the 

. 1 1 artic es. The median consensus value for the -theoretical 

perspectives is 75.0, indicating a low degree of consensus. 

The median consensus value for the middle-range theories 

is 93.6, indicating a negligible degree of consensus. The 

analysis of the data concerning theoretical orientation 

leads to the conclusion that there appears to be no 

paradigm in the sociology of aging concerrting theory. 

Research characteristics 

The two research questions which relate to the 

research characteristics are; What is the main· type of 

article written by sociologists in the journals? and What 

are the research characteristics of the articles? For 

purposes of analysis these two research questions are 

combined and considered as measures of the paradigmatic 

1For a description of consensus measures see 
pages 109-111 in chapter III. 
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status of the sociology of aging in regard to both meth

odology and techniques. The categories included are the 

type of . article, the purpose of the -research, the sources 

sociologists use to gather data, the time span covered in 

the research, the setting, the use of numerical techniques, 

the size of the sample, the research strategy, and the type 

of sampling procedure. 

Type of article 

The main type is empirical. Fifty percent of the 

articles over the years are empirical in addition to 19 

percent of the articles in which the empirical research is 

set within a theoretical framework. However, fewer than 

4 percent of the articles are theoretical. In very fe~ 

studies are the authors concerned with the application of 

sociological knowledge to practical use. 

There has been a steady increase in the relative 

frequency of empirical articles since 1961 . . This increase 

is similar to that observed by Brown and Gilmartin concerning 
I O 1 1 

the predominance of empirical studies in socio ogy. 

1Julia A • . Brown and Brian Gilmartin, "Sociology 
Today: Lacunae, Emphases and Surfeits," American 
Sociologist 4 (December 1969) : 285. · 
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Purpose of research 

Research for exploratory purposes is slightly more 

prevalent than explanatory research (41.9 percent to 35.9 

percent of the articles). It is double that of descriptive 

research which accounts for 19.4 percent of the articles. 

There is a slight trend in recent years toward explanatory 

studies, but overall, exploratory studies account for a 

larger percent of the studies. 

Source of data 

The majority of sociologists (about 68 percent) 

use primary sources rather than secondary sources of data. 

These two means of data collection have retained their 

relative positions over the years with primary sources 

far outnumbering secondary sources .. The period 1956-1960 

is the only exception when, out of the twelve articles 

written in this period, 33 percent use census data, 18 

percent use other records, and 18 percent use both primary 

and secondary sources. 

The main techniques in collecting primary data are 

first, interviews, and second, questionnaires. Through 

the years there is a strong reliance on the interview over 

every other methodi and almost no use is made of projective 

techniques. More of the researchers using secondary data 
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make use of national and local survey data rather than 

other types of records or census data. 

Time span 

There is no apparent trend in this category as 

cross-sectional research is used consistently over the 

years almost three-fourths more than longitudinal research. 

However, when comparing these data to those of Brown and 

Gilmartin, longitudinal research is more prevalent in the 

discipline of social gerontology than it is in sociology. 1 

Setting 

The research is conducted and set in the United . 

States.for almost 94 percent of the studies. There appears 

to be little interest in cross-national or cross-cultural 

studies. No such studies were made before 1961, and only 

about 6 percent of the total studies are made outside the 

United states~ 

Numerical techniques 

About 93 percent of the studies use numerical 

techniques other than only to describe the characteristics 

of the sample. The number of techniques does vary from one 

to six; in about 75 percent of the studies either one or 

two techniques are used. 

1 Ibid., p. 288. 
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Sample size 

Consistently through the years the most frequently 

used sample size is from 101-500 elements; this sample size 

is used in almost 45 percent of the studies. However, from 

1966 to the present the relative frequency of studies using 

101-500 elements decreased, and the total studies using 

samples of 1,001 or more elements increased. 

Research strategy 

The strategy is predominantly multivariate analysis; 

in about 80 percent of the studies this method is used to 

analyze the data. The use of experimental design remains 

small over the years while the use of multivariate analysis 

increases over the years from 72 to 93 percent of the 

studies. 

Type of sampling 

There is no apparent trend in the type of sampling 

procedure used as both probability and nonprobability 

sampling fluctuate over th,e years in relative frequencies 

between 30 and 40 percent of the total articles. There is 

an increase since 1966 in the use of total populations 

for a study; over 12 percent of the total studies use 

populations. 
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Consensus measures. The median values of the 

degrees of consensus related to the above research charac

t~ristics are summarized in table 27. Inspection of the 

table reveals a wide variation in the degree of consensus 

in the categories relating to methodology and techniques 

used in studying the aging person. The measure ranges 

from a negligible amount of consensus in the sources 

sociologists use to gather data to complete consensus in 

regard to research settings. 

TABLE 27 

MEDIAN VALUES OF MEASURES OF THE DEGREE OF CONSENSUS 
RELATING TO METHODOLOGY AND TECHNIQUES 

Classification 

Type of article* 

Purpose of research* 

Source of data 

Time span 

Setting 

Use of numerical techniques 

Size of sample 

Research strategy* 

Type of sample 

Median 
Value 

79.2 

84.0 

92.2 

59.9 

00.0 

18.7 

88.8 

60.4 

86.4 

Interpretation 
of Value 

Low 

Low 

Negligible 

Moderate 

Complete consensus 

Very strong 

Low 

Moderate 

Low 

*These characteristics are considered as methodology. 
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In order to interpret the consensus in methodology 

separately from techniques, the research characteristics 

considered as methodology are the type of article, the 

purpose of research, and the research strategy~ The median 

value of the measure of consensus for type is low, for 

purpose of research is low, a'nd for research -strategy is 

moderate. It may be concluded that there is a low pattern 

of consensus regarding methodology. 

The interpretation of the median values of the 

degree of consensus for research technique_s is as follows: 

source of data--negligible, time span--moderate, setting-- · 

complete consensus, use of numerical techniques--very 

strong, size of sample--low, and type of sample--low. 

Evaluating the paradigmatic status of the techniques is 

difficult due to the wide variation in the median values 

of the measure of the degree of consensus. The empirical 

evidence indicates that there is more consensus in regard 

to techniques than there is in any other area of the 

sociology of aging. This leads to .. ~.the conclusion that a 

paradigm does exist in regard to methodology and research 

techniques, but it is not a strong pattern. 

Subject areas 

What are the subject areas with which the sociol-

ogists are concerned? This question relates to the probl~s 
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which sociologists feel are important to study. There is 

a change in emphasis over the years in which areas the 

sociologists select to study, with no one area representing 

more than one-sixth of the articles in any time interval. 

Overall, the subject of work, retirement, and leisure 

accounts for the highest percentage of the articles, about 

13 percent, followed very closely by social and personal 

adjustment and life satisfaction, about 12 percent of the 

articles. These two subjects .have been among the top 

ranking areas over the years. The trend is toward more 

diversification in topics rather than concentration on a 

few areas. Topics included in recent years are death, 

ethnic differences, social participation in organizations, 

and training for care of the aged. Almost 9 percent of the 

total articles deal witb research tools and methodology 

which indicates that the discipline is concerned with 

improving its research methods, but there is no evidence 

of an increasing interest in this topic. 

Consensus measures~ The median degree of ·consensus 

for subject area is 96.7 which indicates a negligible degree 

of consensus. The conclusion is that since there is no 

consensu' as to which subject areas merit attention, 

there i~ no paradigm concerning problem areas sociologists 

constder important to study in the field of aging. This 
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finding must be qualified by the limitations noted in 

chapter III pertaining to the classification of subject 

areas. If the areas could have been placed into fewer 

categories, it is possible that more consensus would have 

been noted. 

Summary 

Summarizing the measures o·f degree of consensus 

leads to the conclusion that there is no paradigm _shared 

by the scientists in the discipline of sociology of aging. 

The only area in which a moderate amount of consensus is 

found is in the methodology and research techniques. Since 

the methodology and techniques used by sociologists in the 

study of aging appear to be similar to the methodology and 

techniques they use in the discipline of sociology, this 

consensus cannot be considered as a quality specific to the 

specialty of the sociology of aging. A low degree of 

consensus is found in regard to theory. Here again, the 

above reasoning may apply. The low degree of consensus 

is found in the use of theoretical perspectives. These 

are the theoretical orientations found in the mainstream 

of sociological thinking. Among the middle-range theories 

specific to the study of aging, the degree of consensus 

is negligible. Also, there is almost no co~sensus in the · 

problem areas in aging studied by sociologists. The 
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empirical evidence generated by the study indicates that 

the status of the sociology of aging is nonparadigmatic. 

Trends in consensus measures 

Although an analysis of the measures of the degree 

of consensus does not characterize the sociology of aging 

as a field with a definite paradigm, it does reveal certain 

trends toward consensus. The consensus measure of 

theoretical perspective indicates the largest percent of 

change with the consensus measure moving away from no 

consensus in 1956-1960 to a substantial amount of consensus 

in 1971-1975 (change from 100 to 49.41. The measures for 

the categories of type, purpose, source of data, time 

span, setting, numerical techniques, and research strategy 

show a tendency toward consensus, but the change is slight 

in most of the categories. The measures of consensus 

for subject area, middle-range theory, size of sample, and 

type of sampling fluctuate over the years and do not show 

a tendency toward consensus. 

Interdisciplinary Nature of the Field 

Two key words in the discipline of social 

gerontology are "cross-fertilization" and "multidisciplinary 
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approach." 1 A multidisciplinary effort is considered 

essential to increasing and disseminating knowledge in the 

field. As evidenced in the present study, sociology is 

one of the disciplines contributing to social gerontology. 

Of the articles written in the Journal of Gerontology. and 

the Gerontologist {see table 2), sociologists account for 

409 of the 2,818 articles (14.5 percent). This aspect of 

the study is concerned with the use sociologists, when 

studying the process of aging, make of other fields of 

knowledge, thereby bringing a cross-fertilization of ideas 

to the discipline. The research question relating to this 

topic isi What evidence exists to indicate that sociol

ogists contributing to the Gerontologist and the Journal of 

Gerontology utilize an interdisciplinary exchange of 

knowledge? 

Interdisciplinary exchange 
of knowledge · 

From an analysis of the disciplines of the authors 

cited by sociologists, it ~s clearly evident that sociol

ogists draw knowledge irom their own discipline more than 

from any other discipline. Chronologically, thi_s trend is 

consistent. over 53 percent of the citations are to other 

1Leo Gi tman, "Viewpoint, Is the Gerontological 
Society Necessary?" Gerontologist 3 (September 1963}: 98-99. 



216 

sociologists, and the remainder are divided among psychol

ogists, social workers, physicians, writers for the 

government, and a variety of other professionals including 

political scientists, urban planners, nurses, insurance 

experts, educators, and other individuals whose professions 

could not be identified. Of the selected categories, the 

smallest input in the sociology of aging, according to the 

references cited, has been from the social work profession. 

The conclusion is that the sociologists' use of an 

interdisciplinary exchange of knowledge in the study · of 

human aging is limited. In comparing this finding to other 

citation studies, it is apparent that the interchange of 

knowledge in the sociology of aging is even .more limited 

· f ' 1 l than in the general discipline o socio ogy. 

Age of citations 

Additional data were collected on the age of 

citations in the interest of describing this pattern of 

communication of scientific information. The data reveal 

that in general the references cited by sociologists 

1Robert N. Broadus, "The Literature of _ the.social 
Sciences: a survey of Citation Studies," International 
Social Science Journal 13 (1971): 355-357. 
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studying aging cover a longer time span than the references 

cited by sociologists writing in the field of sociology. 1 

Need for Social Actiori 

It can be assumed that the changes in the age 

structure of society and the technological and social 

changes which are constantly taking place should eventually 

alter patterns of social organization;~. The: . presence of a 

large number and proportion of elderly in our society should 

influence the functioning of the basic social institutions. 

Two of the research questions concern the role sociologists 

are taking toward considering the need for changes in the 

social system. These questions are; What evidence exists 

that sociologists are advocating a change in social 

institutions in order to alleviate or change the conditions 

which they are studying? and Do the sociologists writing 

in the field of social gerontology consider the effect of 

society on the aging or of aging on society? 

1 rbid~, p. 241; Robert N. Broadus, "An Analysis 
of Literature Cited in the' American Sociological Review," 
American Sociological Review 17 (June 1952) 7 356; Brown and 
Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," p. 287; Nan ~in and Carnot E. 
Nelson, "Bibliographic Reference Patterns in Core Socio
logical Journals 1965-1966," American Sociologist 4 
(February 1969): 49. 
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Change in social institutions 

The data collected reveal that in about 75 percent 

of the articles the sociologists are not concerned with 

studies dealing with how to improve the ·social institutions 

in order to better the living conditions of the elderly; 

therefore, the question of whether or not they are advocating 

a change in a social institution is irrelevant to the theme 

of these studies. In 21 percent of the articles the authors 

do advocate that changes need to be made in one of the 

systems that attempts to meet the universal needs of 

society. The institutions which are cited more than 

others as needing to be changed are the government and the 

health care system. Although the relative frequency of 

authors who advocate a change varies over the years, the 

period 1971-1975 shows a definite increase {10 percent over 

the preceding period) of sociologists who say they favor 

change or who suggest change. In recent years the emphasis 

on which institution to change has shifted from the economy 

to the government. 

Treatment of the interests 
of the aged as a variable 

Whether the author considers the effect of society 

on the interests of the aged or of the influence of the aged 

on society is measured in terms of the treatment of the 
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variable "interests of the aged" as the independent 

variable or the dependent variable. Almost 57 percent of 

the authors treat the interests of the aged as the 

dependent variable as they are concerned with how societal 

expectations and reactions to aging on the part of persons 

such as family members, employers, and providers of service 

affect the interests of the aged. Only 16 percent of the 

writers deal with the influence the aged could have upon 

society in areas such as political activity, the economy, 

religion, and education. Another 15 percent of the 

sociologists look at the interests of the aged as both an 

independent and dependent variable considering the inter

relationships of society and age-related changes. The 

trend since 1966 indicates an increase in the relative 

frequency of the treatment of the interests of the aged as 

an independent variable. 

Summary 

The contribution of sociologists to the study of 

aging appears to be toward ' a multidisciplinary approach 

rather than an interdisciplinary exchange and integration 

of knowledge. The majority of sociologists are not 

concerned with social action aimed at coping with problems 

being faced by the elderly today, nor do they study the 



220 

impact that greater numbers of individuals surviving into 

old age has on societal institutions. 

Limitations to Study 

Before considering the implications of the findings 

a number of limitations to this type of study must be 

recognized in evaluating the findings. While the attempt 

was made to describe objectively the status of the 

sociology of aging, the judgments of placing the data into 

categories are essentially subjective. Therefore, a personal 

bias may enter the study. 

In regard to subject areas the classification 

scheme is partic~larly vulnerable due to the difficulties 

in designing appropriate categories and the subjectivity 

in interpreting the major subject areas of the articles. 

This causes "subject areas" to be a weak determinant of 

the paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging. 

In collecting data through a content analysis of 

journals the bias of the editors of the journals enters 

into the original selection of the articles to be published. 

If editors change, there is the possibility that the focus 

of the journal may change. Also, a degree of specialization 

in particular areas may exist in a journal which could 

affect the subjects chosen for publication. The selection 

of the two leading journals in the field of social 
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gerontology and the analysis of all the articles written 

by sociologists in every issue through 1976 was· done to 

minimize this problem. 

Implication of Findings 

The aim .of this study is to piovide an assessment 

of the sociology of aging by examining the state of the 

discipline. The implications of the findings are discussed 

as they relate to theory, methodology, techniques, and . 

problem areas--the four criteria established .to determine 

the paradigmatic status of the sociology of aging. The 

additional areas investigated are concerned with the extent 

to which sociologists make use of knowledge -from other 

disciplines and the interest sociologists evince in a 

social action approach to the study of aging. The impli

cations of these findings are discussed in addition to the 

determinants of the paradigmatic status. 

Determinants of the Paradigmatic Status 

The conclusion drawn from the evidence generated 

through a content analysis of the articles written by 

sociologists in the Gerontologist and the Journal of 

Gerontology is that there is no paradigm in the sociology 

of aging. The essence of Kuhn's paradigm concept is the 

degree of consensus within a scientific field in regard to 
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theory, methodology, techniques, and problem areas 

considered important to study. 1 Some agreement is found in 

characteristics of methodology, techniques, and broad 

theoretical perspectives found in the sociology of aging, 

but there is no unifying viewpoint on theories of aging or 

on subject areas. 

It can be said that scientific fields may vary in 

their degree of maturity in direct relation to the degree 

of generally accepted theory and agreed-upon methodologies. 

Social gerontology is a relatively young discipline 

compared to other behavioral disciplines,and rapid growth 

in the field has been evident for only the last generation. 2 

The sociology of aging as a special interest area within 

sociology has been recognized by the American Sociological 

Association only since 1974. 3 That there is no paradigm 

in the field may be indicative of a young discipline which 

has not yet reached its ,potential. It may be argued that 

it is beneficial for a young discipline to have divergent 

1
Kuhn, Structure oi Scientific Revolutions, 2nd 

ed. , pp. 175-176. Lodahl and Gordon, "Structure of 
Scientific Fields," p. 58. Ritzer, Sociology a Multiple 
Paradigm Science, p. 189. 

2Erdman Palmore·, "Foreword," in Contemporary Social 
Gerontology, Bill D. Bell, ed. (Springfield, Ill.:· 
Charles c. Thomas, 1976), p. xi. 

3sociology of Age first appeared as a field ~f 
interest in the Guide to Graduate Departments of Sociology, 
published by the American Sociological Association in 1974. 
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theories and interests in diversified problem areas as 

this will. stimulate new knowledge. While consensus 

regarding concrete problem-solutions may be necessary in a 

science such as physics, it is questionable if it is germane 

to the study of human aging. There is a broad range of 

problem areas to be explored, all of which add to the 

available knowledge about the process of aging, old people, 

and their needs. 

Theory 

In recent years the emphasis in theories of aging 

has changed from disengagement and activity theories to 

theories of social integration. Sociologists are concerned 

with the individual's links to the social structure and 

the changes in these attachments as a person grows older. 

Several authors are concerned with the impact of the 

. h . d' 'd 1 l environment on t e in ivi ua. These point ,. out that 

chronological age is not the main predicator of differences 

in behavioral responses. Differences in personality, 

cohort differences, and differences in socioenvironment 

have to be considered in understanding the changes which 

occur with age. 

1Jaber F. Gubrium, "Toward a Socioenvironrnental 
Theory of Aging," Gerontologist 12 (Autumn 1972): 281-284; 
John G. Bruhn, "An Ecolo9icf\l Perspective o.f A9ing," 
Gerontologist 11 (Winter 1971): 318-321. 
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Dowd has suggested that the tenets of exchange 

theory can aid in understanding the changing position of 

individuals in society as .they grow older. The elderly 

have decreasing power resources to exchange for rewards 

in society; therefore, they have to use compliance to the 

desires of others in exchange for economic and social 

help. 1 

The theories of social integration, socioenvironment, 

personality-continuity, and exchange are included in the 

broad conceptual framework of social interaction theory. 

About 65 percent of the articles in the category of 

theoretical perspective are classified as social inter

actionist. Although the median value of the measure of 

consensus of theoretical perspectives indicates a low 

level of consensus, the trend is toward an increase in 

consensus over the years with the exception of 1976. 

This suggests that sociological interest is increasing in 

the social interactionist perspective as a theoretical 

explanation of human aging. 

The question remains, When does a theoretical 

approach become a paradigm? One criterion of a paradigm 

is the degree of acceptance in the relevant scientific 

1James J. Dowd, "Aging as Exchange: Preface to 
Theory," Journal of Gerontology 30 (May 1975): 590. 
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community. Although there is no degree of acceptance (no 

paradigm) in regard to middle-range theories of aging, 

the increase in the degree of consensus on theoretical 

perspectives may indicate that the sociology of aging is 

approaching a paradigmatic stage. While there is no notion 

of a single, unifying theory to explain successful 

adaptation to aging, the social interaction perspective 

may provide the foundation on which to build further 

knowledge. 

In the discipline of sociology both Friedridhs ~nd 

Gouldner perceive the two dominant theoretical schools as 

being functionalism and conflict theory.
1 

Of the articles 

classified in this study, less than 4 percent are framed 

in the conflict perspectiuP _ Two of the sociologists 

whose ideas fit into the conrlict perspective are Arnold 

Rose and Stephen MiI~er. Rose has suggested that the 

problems of the elderly arise from a value conflict between 

the dominant ~lues of the majority and the negative stereo

types they hold of the elderly. He views the elderly as 

members of a minority subculture which has accepted the 

1Robert w. Friedrichs, A Sociology of Sociology 
(New York: Free Press, 1970), and Alvin W. Gouldner, 
The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (New York: Basic 
Books, Inc., 1970). 
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stigmatizing images.1 According to Miller,mandatory

retirement forces a person to accept the loss of occupa

tional identity and a functional role in society. In place 

of work he is offered leisure. This is in conflict with 

the value of activity which is dominant in society.2 In

spite of the recognition which these two authors have 

received, a minimum of the investigations appear to be 

couched in the conflict perspective. The implication is 

that while sociologists recognize conflict theory as a means 

of explaining structural constraints in the social system, 

they have not applied it to the study of societal actions 

and reactions toward the elderly population. The view of 

the elderly as a group in conflict with many of the 

prevailing middle-age norms is a theoretical area that has 

been neglected in the study of the aged. 

Methodology and techniques 

The median values of the measure of the degree of 

consensus of the research characteristics vary from 

negligible to complete consensus. Overall, these are 

1Arnold Rose "The Subculture of the Aging, A Topic' . d for Sociological Research," in •Middle Age and Aging, e 
Bernice Neugarten (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1968), pp. 9-11. 

2 . 
·11 Stephen J. Mi er, 

Aging Leisure Participant," 
Worlds , eds. Arnold M. Rose 
F. A. Davis Company, 1965), 

"The Social Dilemrtla of the
in Older People and Their Social

and w. Peterson (Philadelphia:

pp. 77--92. 
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interpreted as a low level of paradigm development in regard 

to methodology and techniques. The wide variation in 

values necessitates a separate discussion of the empirical 

data generated in each category. 

Type of article 

The main thrust is toward empirical studies in the 

sociology of aging. However, there is a general lack of 

utilization of theory to guide empirical research. Although 

69 percent of the articles report on empirical research, 

in only 19 percent of all the articles is the research 

theoretically grounded. The implication is that sociol

ogists are more concerned with gathering specific data than 

they are with the advancement of theory. A small minority 

of the articles (3.7 percent) are concerned only with 

theory. This lack of concern with theoretical frameworks 

may impede the growth of the specialty area of the 

sociology of aging. Only 3.2 percent of the articles focus 

on practice-oriented aspects of the field. This reveals 

that sociologists do not take a pragmatic approach to the 

study of aging. The median value of the consensus measure 

for type of article is low. 
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Purpose of research 

Research is designed for exploratory and explanatory 

purposes rather than for description. While the attention 

has been fairly equally divided between exploratory and 

explanatory purposes over the years, the data for the five

year interval 1971-1975 indicate that explanatory research 

has increased 9 percent over exploratory research. This 

increase is similar to the increasing trend to test 

hypotheses which Brown and Gilmartin encountered in the 

discipline of sociology in their study made in 1965-1966. 1 

It may be inferred from this finding that in recent years 

researchers have heightened their interest in seeking 

relationships between variables discerned in the study of 

aging. The median value of the degree of consensus for 

purpose of research is low because the frequencies are 

divided rather evenly between exploratory and explanatory 

research. 

Source of data 

The types of data collection used by the sociologist 

in the study of aging cover a wide range of techniques with 

varied frequencies in each classification, thus yielding 

a negligible consensus measure. The techniques include 

1Br~wn and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," P• 285. 
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those in which no contact is made between the researcher and 

the elderly person: for example, the use of secondary 

sources such as census records (21.5 percent). Other sources 

are those in which contact with the aged is indirect, that 

is the questionnaire (11.3 percent), and those in which the 

contact is direct, but limited, such as the interview (39.1 

percent). The most direct contact with the subject would 

be either a technique utilizing direct observation or the 

use of projective techniques. These methods are used in 

only about 5 percent of the studies. 

The use of indirect methods implies that sociol

ogists are depending more on verbal reports that reveal 

attitudes and opinions of the respondent rather than actual 

observation of behavior. The use of structured instruments 

restricts the degree the respondent can elaborate or 

volunteer information; thus the researcher is denied a rich 

source of data. Direct observation or projective techniques 

would enable the researcher to get a more realistic view 

of the subject. 

It should be noted that the use of secondary sources 

often involves the same data-collecting techniques as 

primary sources since the data found in census reports, 

opinion studies, and other surveys is collected originally 

through the use of questionnaires and interviews. The 
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directness of contact between the researcher and the 

subject is lost when secondary sources are used. 

One of the more recently developed techniques in 

the use of secondary analysis is cohort analysis. This 

makes use of survey data collected in national surveys. 

The problem in this type of research is that it may limit 

the study to a narrow range of topics because the questions 

were not constructed for the specific purpose of the 

research. There is a problem also of the comparability of 

data as questions may have been worded differently from one 

study to another. In spite of these limitations cohort 

analysis has been accepted as a valuable method in studying 

th f . t. 1 e process o aging over ime. It is recognized as a 

means of partialing out the effects of age changes and age 

differences which reflect varying social and cultural 

environments and experiences of different cohorts. 

In over 10 percent of the articles examined the 

authors use both primary and secondary sources, and almost 

2 percent of the studies use three or more primary sources. 

This triangulation of data indicates the researchers are 

1George Maddox, "Themes and Issues in Sociological 
Theories of Human Aging," Human Development 13 (197.0): 21. 
Norval D. Glenn and Richard E. Zody, "Cohort Analysis with 
National Survey Data," in Co:ntemporaliy Social Gerontology, 
ed. Bill D. Bell (Springfield, Ill.: Charles C. Thomas, 
1976), pp. 411-420. 
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attempting to minimize possible sources of error by 

collecting different types of data from different sources. 

The method allows the investigator to examine the corre

spondence between what people say they will do and what 

they actually are observed doing, thus permitting the 

researcher to have more confidence in the data. 

Time span factor 

Longitudinal research was conducted in about 24 

percent of the ~tudies. This reflects the researchers' 

recognition that aging is a process in which it is important 

to obtain a measure of changes over time. As noted 

previously, this percentage of longitudinal studies is 

larger than the percentage Brown and Gilmartin found in 

their study of research techniques used in the discipline 

of sociology (only 15 percent were longitudinal) . 1 The 

moderate consensus value in this category is due to 75 

percent of the studies being conducted in the same classi

fication, cross-sectional research. 

Setting 

Based on data from the two journals analyzed, it 

seems obvious from the small percentage of the studies 

conducted outside of the United States or done to compare 

1Brown and Gilmartin, "Sociology Today," P· 288. 
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evidence collected in the United States with data from other 

countries that sociologists are not extensively engaged in 

cross-national research. The median consensus measure in 

this category indicates complete consensus with almost 94 

percent of the studies set in the United States. Important 

variations in the processes of aging within given societies 

and between societies remain to be explored. Sociologists 

could make a valuable contribution to the study of aging 

through increasing their use of cross~national data. 

Use of numerical techniques 

The very strong consensus measure in this category 

is due to the fact that in over 93 percent of the studies 

the authors use some type of numerical manipulation in 

addition to just stating the number of cases. This consensus 

is not unexpected as empirical studies usually necessitate 

the utilization of numerical techniques. While one or two 

techniques are used in 75 percent of the studies, there 

is an increase since 1961 in the use of three different 

techniques. In the content analysis for this category the 

possibility should be mentioned that the authors may not 

have specified all of the statistical tests used. Also, no 

analysis was undertaken of the statistical tests made. 
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Therefore, no speculation is justified as to the increased 

sophistication of statistical treatment of data. 

Sample size 

There is a low degree of consensus in sample size 

reflecting the variations in the sample size used. 

Noteworthy in analyzing the sample size is that the 

majority of the samples are over one hundred cases. Only 

20.4 percent of the investigators use smaller samples: 

23 percent study samples of over one thousand. These 

larger samples in most cases are obtained through the 

use of secondary data. The use of national surveys and 

census data allows the researcher to generalize to the total 

population within the scope of the study. This adds to the 

body of knowledge and the confirmation status of theory 

concerning the elderly population. 

Research strategy 

The moderate degree of consensus in this category 

is due to the magnitude of,the use of multivariate analysis 
-

in contrast to experimental research. Multivariate analysis 

is used in almost 80 percent of the studies to analyze the 

relationship between variables and to control for intervening 

or antecedent variables. The finding that only about 11 

percent of the studies are experimental may be viewed from 
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two angles. To some scientists, particularly in the natural 

sciences, controlled experiments in which the manipulation 

of one or two variables can be observed are the only 

method to secure verifiable knowledge. Other researchers, 

notably in the social sciences are critical of the artifi

ciality of a study conducted in a controlled setting, such 

as a laboratory. The difficulties inherent in both research 

strategies are compounded by the physical limitations 

suffered by some of the elderly respondents. 

Type of sampling 

The caliber of empirical research in the field 

of aging is enhanced by the use of probability sampling • 

. Since 38 percent of the sociologists use probability 

sampling (.2 percent more than use nonprobability sampling), 

this suggests the influence of scientific methods in studies 

of aging. Since 1961 the secondary analysis of enumerations 

of total populations has increased, leading to greater 

confidence in the data. There is a low consensus value in 

the category due to the almost even division between 

probability and nonprobability sampling. 

Subject areas 

In assessing which problem areas sociologists 

consider important to study, the number of articles written 
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about a particular subject is taken as indicative of the 

relative importance of the area. The topical distribution 

of all the articles is so spread out that there is a 

negligible degree of consensus regarding subject area. 

The relative frequencies range from almost 13 percent of 

the total articles written on work, retirement, and leisure 

to about 2 percent on the subject of death. The subject 

areas are classified into sixteen different topics, and the 

classification of "other" accounts for an additional 6 
~ 

percent of the articles. The data support the conclusion 

that there is no paradigm in the field as there is little 

agreement as to preference of subject area to study. The 

findings do reveal the increasing number of different areas 

studied over time. 

Summary 

The conclusion drawn from the above discussion is 

that the sociology of aging, being a relatively young 

discipline, has not yet reached a paradigmatic stage. There 

is increased interest in empirical research framed in a 

social interactionist perspective; but overall, there is a 

lack of theoretical orientation in the studies. 

While the studies are designed for both exploratory 

and explanatory purposes, there is a slight tendency toward 

more explanatory studies, indicating an increased 



236 

sophistication in the field. The social survey bias in 

collecting data results in an emphasis on studying 

attitudes and opinions rather than actual behavior. This 

lack of contact with the respondent has been increased with 

the use of cohort analysis. The research is time bound and 

culture bound as the majority of the studies are collected 

at one point in time and are set in the United States. 

This limits the study of age-related changes over time and 

the opportunity to transcend American culture to obtain a 

more universal point of view. The use of numerical 

techniques, the utilization of large samples and total 

populations, the use of multivariate analysis as a research 

strategy in examining data, and the use of probability 

sampling all are marked advances in research techniques. 

The lack of agreement on problem areas important 

to study_ results in a wide range of topics in the articles 

written by sociologists. This means that in general 

empirical findings are not as likely to be retested,and the 

process of developing a cumulative body of knowledge is 

impeded. 

Interdisciplinary Nature of the Field 

The evidence collected in the study substantiates 

that sociologists writing in the field of aging do not draw 

extensively on disciplines other than sociology for sources 
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of information. Although it is usual in a sociological 

study to refer to related studies in sociology, a comparison 

with a study made in the field of sociology reveals that 

the sociologists writing in the field of aging cite other 

sociologists more often than sociologists writing in the 

discipline of sociology. 1 This is an unexpected finding 

inasmuch as an understanding of the process of aging involves 

the study, findings, and applications of diversified 

sciences and occupations. The social implications of aging 

cannot be understood without a knowledge of the emotional, 

physical, and economic needs of the individual. 

In the early history of the discipline of social 

gerontology, the call was for an interdisciplinary field 

in which many investigators from separate disciplines would 

bring their knowledge together into a "synthesized, 

2 coherent whole." It does not appear that this interchange 

of knowledge has taken place in the sociology of aging. 

If a discipline is to contribute knowledge, it must accept 

the premise that it also can learn from other concerned 

disciplines. With more interdisciplinary collaboration, a 

cross-fertilization of ideas would occur. This would enhance 

1Broadus, "The Literature of the Social Sciences," 
pp • 2 3 8- 2 3 9 . 

2Lawrence K. Frank, "Gerontology," Journal of 
Gerontology 1 (January 1946): 1. 
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the possibilities of applying new theoretical knowledge 

to the study of aging. 

Sociologists bring to the field of aging a multi

disciplinary approach rather than a contribution of an 

interdisciplinary effort. Instead of correlating and 

integrating diverse findings, sociologists tend to bring 

their own methods and theories to deal with problems in 

human aging. The social issues involved with the needs 

of the aged are varied and urgent; therefore, an integrated 

and comprehensive body of knowledge about aging is essential 

to meet these needs. 

Characteristics of the 
citations 

Since citations are a source of information 

concerning communication in a scientific field, it is of 

interest to note the implication of certain characteristics 

of the citations in the articles written by sociologists. 

Over the years the average number of citations per article 

has increased markedly (see, table 23). This reflects the 

growth of the discipline as more sources of information are 

available to be consulted. 

The age of the references cover a longer time 

span than do references in the general discipline of 
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sociology.
1 

The recency of the sociology of aging as a 

special interest area may account for the age of the 

references as a younger discipline tends to have a historical 

approach to the field while an older established discipline 

is more concerned with current studies and new ideas. 

Social Action Approach 

The basic need of middle-aged and older people is 

for security; this means security of income, of physical 

and mental health, of suitable housing and living arrange

ments, and of opportunity to participate meaningfully in 

family and community life. 2 Because these needs are vital, 

social gerontologists have been concerned primarily with 

3 practical issues and problems confronting elderly people. 

In writing of the social , scientific study of aging, Maddox 

1Broadus, "Literature of the Social Sciences," 
p. 241. 

2oonald P. Kent, "Social Services and Social 
Policy, in Aging and Social Policy, eds. John C. McKinney 
and Frank T. deVyver (New York: Meridith Publishing Company, 
1966), p. 208. 

3E. Grant Youmans, "Some Perspectives on 
Disengagement Theories," Gerontologist 9 (Winter 1969): 
254. 
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and Wiley state: "Applied, problem-oriented studies of 

the societal consequences of aging predominate." 1 

While this may be true of social gerontology, this 

study does not find these statements applicable to the 

sociology of aging. Only 3.2 percent of the articles focus 

on practice-oriented aspects of aging. About 75 percent 

of the authors do not address themselves to the theme of 

improving the social conditions of the aged: therefore, the 

question of whether or not they advocate a change in the 

existing social institutions is not relevant to these 

articles. Only 3.5 percent of the 1,989 references studied 

which were cited by sociologists are to works written by 

social workers. There appears to be little connection 

between the social researcher and the social practitioner. 

Social institutions 

In seeking a measure of a social action approach 

in the study of aging, the investigator asked: What 

institutions, if any, did the authors advocate changing? 

It was anticipated that researchers might question the 

social institutions' attempt to meet the needs of the 

1George L. Maddox and James ~iley, "Sc<:>pe, cor:cepts 
and Methods in the Study of Aging," in Handbook of Aging 
and the Social Sciences, eds. Robert Binstock and Ethel 
Shanas (New York: van Nostrand and Reinhold Company, 19761, 
p. 4. 
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elderly. What does religion have to offer older persons 

to make them feel welcome? Has the educational system 

ignored older people as not being capable of attending 

schools? How can the expenditure of funds on behalf of 

the aged be increased without affecting other groups in the 

population? Only 21 percent of the authors were concerned 

with questions such as these aimed at changes in the 

social system which might improve the circumstances of 

the elderly. The implication is that sociologists do not 

take an active concern in reordering society, nor do they 

evidence interest in the importance of social changes to 

improve future prospects for the elderly. 

Variable of interests of 
the aged 

Ryder argues in discussing age cohorts in relation 

to social change that "the cohort is a structural category 

with the same kind of analytical utility as a variable 

like social class. 111 He views age groups as being affected 

differently by changes in society and as affecting changes 

in society. By questioning whether the sociologists 

treated aging as a dependent or an independent variable, 

this study inquired into the extent to which sociologists 

1Norman B. Ryder, "The Cohort as a Concept in the 
Study of Social Change," American Sociological Review 
30 (December 1965): 847. 
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consider the aged as a force for change. Since the 

majority of the authors discussed only the way society 

affected the aged, looking at the interests of the aged 

as a dependent variable, it does not appear that they 

consider the presence of the large number and proportion 

of elderly in our society as having a profound effect on 

societal transformation. 

Summary 

The conciusion reached from the analysis of data 

concerned with a social action approach is that the action 

orientation of social gerontology does not carry over to 

the field of sociology of aging. If there were a 

reciprocal relationship between sociologists who provide 

the scientific foundation for the study of social aspects 

of aging and the activists who develop and implement 

programs in the field of aging, the knowledge gained by one 

group could be used to implement the work of the other and 

vice versa. This might result in new testable propositions 

and theoretical explanations that put order into observed 

data. 

Research framed in the conflict perspective might 

provide an explanation for inequities in the status of the 

elderly in relation to the mainstream of society. It might 
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provide the bridge between knowledge and practical 

experience. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study has been to assess the 

state of the sociology of aging in regard to the 

paradigmatic status of the field. In addition, the extent 

to which sociologists use an interdisciplinary approach 

in their study of aging and the cdncern of sociologists 

with the need for social action to benefit older persons 

was explored. 

The findings provide support for the thesis that 

there is no paradigm in the sociology of aging at the 

present time. However, the degree of consensus found in 

the broad theoretical perspectives, the methodology, and 

the techniques used in the study of aging point to the 

possibility that a paradigm may develop in the near future. 

The developing paradigm appears to be in the social 

interactionist perspective. The predominant concern 

is with empirical studies, and the primary source for 

collecting data is through a survey approach. Contemporary 

developments in the field include the recognition of the 

environment as a salient factor affecting behavior in old 

age and the use of cohort analysis to increase the under

standing of aging as a process over time. While 
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sociologists have investigated many topics in the study 

of aging, there is no problem area which is of central 

concern, though interest is sustained in work, retirement, 

and leisure and social and personal adjustment and life 

satisfaction. Following Kuhn's line of reasoning, if a 

greater degree of consensus would develop in the field, a 

stronger scientific foundation would be established. This 

would promote the growth of the discipline. 

Although aging is a multifaceted phenomenon with 
~ 

biological, psychological, and social components, the data 

from this stuay lead to the conclusion that sociologists 

view aging mainly from the social dimensions without 

considering the interactions of the biological, psycho

logical,and social components. This conclusion was drawn 

from the analysis of the source of the references cited by 

sociologists in articles written in the Journal of 

Gerontology and the Gerontologist. The analysis of 

citations also revealed that the median span of years of 

the oldest references was to . sources written fifteen years 

before the article was published. 

The results of the study indicate that sociologists 

do not interrelate social research and social policy. 

Very few of the articles were practice oriented. While 

the majority of sociologists do not express concern with 
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changes in social institutions to improve the quality of 

life of the elderly~ there is evidence in recent years of 

an increase in interest in this area. The findings do not 

provide evidence of an increased awareness on the part of 

sociologists of the impact of the elderly as a force to 

effect change in society. Most sociologists study the 

interests of the aged as the dependent variable which is 

affected by society rather than viewing the aged as a group 

which could make changes in society. It behooves sociol

ogists to study the possible increasing power of the aged 

which emanates from their proportional increase in 

population. 

This investigation began with the premise that 

progress in the study of aging demands periodic reassessment. 

It has established that there has been an increase in the 

number of sociologists publishing in the field of social 

gerontology. In exploring areas pertinent to the relation

ship between the aging person and society, sociologists 

increase the understanding of the later phases of the life 

cycle. The findings of the study provide support for the 

following recommendations to enhance the sociologists' 

contribution to explanations of the social aspects of human 

aging. 
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1. There is a need for more theory building to 

provide integration of present knowledge, and empirical 

studies need to be couched in a theoretical perspective. 

More consideration should be given to conflict theory as 

a framework for research 

2. The research techniques which possess the 

greatest potential for the sociology of aging as a mature 

discipline should be explored further., This would include 

longitudinal designs, life-span developmental models, and 

research techniques which bring the researcher into direct 

contact with the subject. 

3. Sociologists, while retaining their identifi

cation with sociology, should work for more communication 

and cross-fertilization of ideas between sociologists and 

those building theory and conducting research in other 

related disciplines 

4. Although most sociologists do not perceive 

their role as being action oriented, a closer relationship 

between social research and social practice might better 

meet the urgent needs of the aged population 

5. There is a need for more cross-n~tional And 

cross-cultural studies of the aged to exgmine dif,ferences in 

social behavior which may result from variations in cultural 

settings 
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