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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM

The field of gerontology is relatively new and research

is still sorely needed in the study of the aging. The four

aspects to aging--biological, psychological, behavioral, and

sociological--are interrelated. Problems for the elderly

may arise in any one of these areas. The problems of the

elderly have become societal concerns. In fact, aging has

come to be viewed as a social problem because older people

become more visible as their number increase, urbanization

and industrialization produce changes which undercut the

traditional position of the older person in society, and the

fast pace of change in urban-industrial societies create

obstacles to social adjustments in terms of accommodating

an increased number and proportion of older people.

The changes in contemporary society have serious effects

on the aged. Their behavioral patterns are changed, social

interaction between the young and old has become difficult,

and societal expectations of the elderly have become strained.

In society today, it is generally expected that persons who

reach the age of sixty-five must move from recognized and

established social positions into ones that are uncertain

and lacking in prestige. They must relinquish social roles

and relationships typical of adulthood and accept new roles

1
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and relationships characteristic of the later years. In

place of the traditional roles of earning a living and

maintaining a family, most persons must find and develop

new roles and activities. They are confronted with a period

of change, uncertainty, and adaption.

Such conditions as occupational retirement, increased

probability of illness and incapacity, impending death, loss

of leadership positions, restriction of participation in

social affairs, bereavement, loss of an independent house-

hold, economic dependency, subordination to adult offspring

or institutional control, and generally decreased "life

space" are among the hazards that confront the aged.1 Many

of these problems exist because of the belief in societal

myths toward the aged.

Overview of the Study

The purpose of this study is to discuss the development,

content, and societal and individual effects of myths toward

the elderly in the United States. The study will

1. Review, analyze, and evaluate the development and

effects of selected myths concerning the elderly;

2. Explore factors, including population growth,

increased urbanization and industrialization, increased

pace of social change, and lack of traditional communication

1 Ida H. Simpson and John C. McKinney, editors, Social
Aspects of Aging (Durham, 1966), p. 1.
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in contemporary society associated with the development of

the myths;

3. Discuss the functions/dysfunctions of the myths

for the elderly as a group, for the individual, and for

society;

4. Discuss the effects of the myths on the aged; and

5. Evaluate the attempts to modify the effects of

beliefs in traditional myths of retirement and financial

solvency.

Definitions of Myth

From ancient times to modern civilizations, myths have

been parts of culture, maintaining an important role in

society through continued belief and practice. Myths,

whether ancient Greek, Indian folklore, or modern, all have

one important characteristic in common--social control.

Myths are popular and worthy of study, as they indicate

societal attitudes and influence the behavior of the

various age groups.

Researchers and scholars have varied definitions of a

myth. For example, a belief implies a potentially verifiable

criterion concerning alleged knowledge. One author suggests

that when the belief is false but held by many individuals,

it is called a myth. 2  A myth may also be defined as a

2 David Schonfield, "Who is Stereotyping Whom and Why,"
The Gerontologist, 22 (June, 1982) , 267.
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legend, tradition, fantasy, fiction, or imagination. Myths

are a means for expressing beliefs and practices of a group

of people, who may impose them on other groups. Raphael

Patai defines myth as "a traditional charter which operates

by validating laws, customs, rites, institutions, and

beliefs, or explaining socio-cultural situations and natural

phenomena, and takes the form of stories believed to be

true."3 This definition sharply contradicts Schonfield who

states that social myths are defined sociologically as false

social beliefs about social groups.4  Although there is no

generally agreed upon consensus as to the meaning of myths,

there is historical basis to believe that myths were a part

of human life as early as the Old Stone Age. Myths may have

both positive and negative effects.

Functions of Myths

Myths are present in the life of modern man on the most

diverse levels. They influence the thinking of modern

anthropologists and theologians. Myths often provide bases

for comfort or survival. Because myths are often real by

faith they are "forces to be reckoned with."5

Myths touch the deepest desires of man--his fears,

hopes, sentiments--they often validate the social order and

3 Raphael Patai, Myth and Modern Man (Englewood Cliffs,
1972), p. 2.

4 Schonfield, op. cit., p. 268.

5 Patai, op. cit., p. 7.
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justify the existing social scheme. According to Malinowski,

myths strengthen tradition and endow it with a greater value

and prestige by tracing it back to a higher, better, more

supernatural reality of ancient events.6 While myths are

specifically of personal interest, in general, they appeal

to the different types of minds in mixed communities. Myths

influence the life, thinking, and outlook of modern man.

More importantly, myths mold and determine behavior in

modern society.

Myths exert powerful influences on a society's values

and goals, shape its institutions, and channel its activities

because they are statements of beliefs. Myths play an active

role in the shaping of social life in society. Myths not

only validate or authorize customs, rites, institutions, and

beliefs, but frequently, are directly responsible for

creating them. Through thousands of years, myths have been

a very important part of the body of knowledge that each

individual has to acquire in order to be equipped for the

battle of survival.7

From generation to generation the history and culture

of a society have been related by the elders to its younger

members through myths. Also, myths have helped define the

6 Bronislaw Malinowski, Myth in Primitive Psychology
(Garden City, 1954), p. 101.

7 Patai, op. cit., p. 10.

p.
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roles of the young to the old, and have helped define the

elderly's function and role in society.8

There are many popular social myths in society today.

The belief in traditional myths towards the elderly has

allowed the social system, through negative attitudes and

behavior, to isolate, neglect, discriminate, and ignore the

aged. Interrelationships and "life space" of the elderly

have been limited. Behavioral patterns have been changed

or altered, environmental and economical changes have often

been forced upon the elderly. The self-image of the elderly

has often been affected because their traditional roles and

statuses, based upon traditional myths, have been removed or

changed.

Societal perpetuation of the myths continues because

they express the feelings, desires and anxieties of society's

attempt to try to cope with the social problems of the

elderly. The myths serve as a means of social control of

the elderly or provide, perhaps unconsciously, a reason for

society to try to rid itself of responsibility of the elderly.

Few studies have been made of myths toward the elderly.

However,, recently, gerontologists and sociologists have

become interested in these myths because of the increasing

population of the aged and resulting social. problems. Our

modern progressive society with its rapid changes--advanced

8Doris G. Jonas and David J. Jonas, Young Till We Die
(New York, 1973), p. 87.

-... .iiw+.-*i - -
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technology, increased industrialization, with. emphasis on

"productivity with less" and urbanization--seriously affects

the aged. The aged are often placed in a nonproductive,

unneeded, and unwanted category because they are old.

Definition or Identification of Old Age

Researchers agree old age is difficult to define as

conceptions of old age vary. Robert C. Atchley defines old

age as

the beginning of the end. It is characterized by
extreme fragility, disability, or invalidism.
Mental processes slow down. The individual thinks
a lot about himself and his past and tries to find
meaning in life. At this point the individual
knows the end of life is not very far away. It
is a very difficult period of life.9

While other definitions may not be as depressing as Atchley's

definition, it describes many of the aged. Atchley's defi-

nition of old age does not characterize the entire population

of the aged, as it can be difficult to know when a person

has reached old age. For example, according to Atchley, a

very important point is whether one has the characteristics

of old age, not whether one has reached a certain age. One

person could be in old age at fifty-five and another could

be in later maturity at eighty-five. 10 However, a widely

accepted criterion for old age is sixty-five.

9 Robert C. Atchley, The Social Forces in Later Life
(Belmont, 1972) , p. 7.

1 0 Ibid. , p. 8.
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Roots of the Problem

One may question why old age has become a social prob-

lem. Surely the fact that large numbers of people now live

to reach old age is one of modern society's greatest

achievements. Yet most people look forward. to aging with

fear and apprehension. This outlook can be credited, in

part, to the attitudes of society toward the elderly. They

have been stereotyped as the "no-longer-needed group" in our

society. Explanation of these attitudes is difficult.

The roots of the problem are complex. Modern science

and technology have created a world in which the average

individual will live his allotted three-score and ten. Yet,

society has not been prepared to receive this large new

group of older members. There are three major trends

responsible for the current situation--population growth,

urbanization and industrialization, and increased rate of

social change.

A dramatic demographic change has been the increase in

the number of the elderly. In 1900, there were slightly

more than three million older people, 65 or older, in the

United States. In 1970, there were over twenty million, a

six-fold increase and nearly double the increase for the

general population. This increase resulted from several

factors. First, births have increased steadily over the

past 100 years. Second, a larger proportion of those born

are now surviving to age sixty-five. Third, increased
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longevity of the number of people who migrated to the United

States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries

is reflected in an older population.1 1

Urbanization has produced a situation in which older

people have become detached from their neighborhood. In

1900 only about 40 percent of the United States population

lived in cities. By 1960 this figure had risen to 70 percent;

by the year 2000 we can expect approximately 90 percent of

our population to be living in metropolitan areas.1 2

Industrial societies are characterized by their desire

for more productivity with less capital and the tendency to

replace human labor with machine labor. One of the greatest

challenges in a capitalist society is to sustain a rate of

growth that will keep everybody working who should work and

at the same time maintain a reasonably stable wage-price

structure. One way of stabilizing wages, or at least pre-

venting them from falling, is to reduce the size of the work

force. This will keep the supply of labor from exceeding the

demand. In recent years, two patterns have been employed

which have tended to reduce the work force. Retirement

policies have been introduced into almost every realm of

labor and the period of pre-work preparation (schooling)

required to get the average job has been increased. Both

of these patterns have also influenced competition for jobs.

"lIbid., p. 9.

12:Ibid., p. 10.
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The elderly have often been victimized by this reduction of

labor force as they have been forced into retirement.

Industrialization has drastically reduced the status of the

aged despite the fact that they may not be physically,

mentally, or economically ready for retirement.

Man thinks of himself as wise and distinguished from

other animals by his capacities for forethought, language

and symbolic thinking, and transmission of culture. And

yet, society has often failed to create and maintain condi-

tions which bring these capacities to their fulfillment.

Those qualities which are especially associated with middle

and later life--experience, accumulated skills, knowledge,

judgment, wisdom, and perspective--are often discarded just

when they are coming to fruition in human beings. Each year

as thousands of people are encouraged or forced to retire,

their opportunities to instruct, consult or advise, listen

and reflect, as well as to work are cut off.1 3

When the pace of change in society is slow, most people

are able to keep abreast of what is expected of them. For

the most part, the norms they have learned early in life

remain appropriate; infrequent unprecedented situations may

not cause major problems. In a rapidly changing society,

however, many people often find themselves in unprecedented

positions for which norms are not yet specified. These

people face the dilemma of having to play a role for which

1 3 Robert N. Butler, Wh Survive? Being Old in merica
(New York, 1975), 64-65.
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the dialogue and action are either missing or not fully

defined.'4  The traditional myth may no longer be as appli-

cable to modern society.

When changes are few and infrequent, the various parts

of society can adjust to accomodate only a few changes at

a time. Rapid change alters this situation; many changes

must be accomodated simultaneously. Furthermore, the

various parts of society do not change at the same rate.

Any single change is like a rock thrown into a pond. The

spot where the rock hits is changed very quickly, but the

ripples reach the bank only gradually. Social change

usually starts by affecting a subgroup within the whole,

slowly the parts of society adapt until eventually the

entire society feels the effect of the change. A particu-

larly difficult period occurs just after the change begins,

when the rest of society has not yet recognized or accepted

the change within a subgroup. For example, older people

often experience problems because society has not recognized

nor accepted the fact that chronological age is not a

reliable indicator of an individual's capabilities.

The impact of population growth, urbanization and

industrialization on the lives of older people has been

heightened by the fact that these changes are occurring

rapidly. For example, the norms defining the position

"retired person" are still evolving. The retired person

1 4Atchley, op. cit., p. 14.

.02%.l'UjtiK.IMIAilull'.]dil.IlilKAali.illFi ilUljeld ..illMMMUllM4 lillaiti.A aM3|kil]m-J2.4%IsliELEE.BIEmilH!lidis4IliilillilillilloilillinnitiMMillijiMJilalE EhidillLIE41'EijEIL141MillullillllBeniLIN
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is not always sure what he should expect of himself, what

other people expect of him, or of the behavior toward him.



CHAPTER II

SOLVENCY MYTHS AND EFFECTS

Society often uses myths to expedite, support, or

rationalize its own views toward the elderly. The myths

have affected every important facet of the lives of the

elderly. The myths of solvency affect the elderly most

seriously. These myths are of particular importance to

the aged because they affect their means of survival.

Financial solvency has become critical to the aged as they

are faced with economic conditions that force many of them

to make changes. Additional economic means of living or

additional sources for financial assistance must be con-

sidered. Inflation drastically reduces an already insuf-

ficient income.

Certain prevalent myths of solvency contribute to the

critical financial problems of the elderly, and cause

serious effects. These myths are the belief that later

years are years of financial solvency and the belief that

everyone is entitled to retirement, a "golden age.."

All persons, regardless of age, have a variety of

needs that must be fulfilled in order to sustain life.

These include various kinds of physiological sustenance

and shelter. The myths of solvency depict the needs of

13



14

the elderly as diminishing from their economically produc-

tive years. For instance, in old age, persons are depicted

as having fewer important needs. Elderly persons, because

of reduction in needs, are said to have adequate income

from Social Security and other old age benefits. Conditions

necessary for fulfillment are also seen as declining with

age. The conditions required to sustain an older person

are said to be adequate at a lower level than that which

is sufficient for a younger person. What is ignored is

the likelihood that a new set of needs emerges for the

elderly. When age-specific needs are ignored, it is not

difficult to state that adequacy levels change with age.

Everyday needs of the aged are defined in terms of the

needs of younger persons and simply extrapolated onto old

people .1

The myths do not take into consideration that in

addition to the very basic financial needs of everyone,

the aged have other monetary needs that result from physio-

logical aging per se. These needs place a heavy burden on

the adequacy of basic income. The needs fall into two major

categories: the financial assistance needed for (1) medical

attention that is required by declining health, and (2)

services to replace those provided by a spouse or other

individual before death. Services for the unhealthy cost

1 Jaber F. Gubrium, The Myth of the Golden Years
(Springfield, Illinois, 1973), p. 184.
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more than they do for the healthy. The elderly who often

can least afford it suffer the most in the rising costs due

to health. For instance, due to poor mobility skills,

public transportation becomes unavailable or inaccessible

to some of the elderly. The minimum adequate income needs

increase with the loss of a spouse. The living spouse has

depended upon the services which each have provided, such

as maintenance of the home and transportation. The death

of a spouse causes great difficulty to the elderly because

of the loss of a variety of services, as well :as companion-

ship. It is believed that the income maintenance programs

that currently exist are adequate for older persons. It is

not uncommon to hear references to the periodic increases

in Social Security as attuned to rising prices.

Often, the existence of governmental programs to aid

the elderly have served the maintenance of the belief that

the needs of the elderly are met. If noting Social Security

benefits and Medicare is not convincing, reference is made

to the provisions contained in Old Age Assistance Programs

and Medicaid. Literature of these programs itself is self-

congratulatory for its alleged comprehensiveness in main-

taining income adequacy for old people. It benevolently

informs its aged clientele that their needs are "covered"

in a variety of circumstances from short-term to chronic.

If it isn't Social Security, it will be Old Age Assistance.
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If it isn't Medicare, it will be Medicaid. One finds a

general "cradle-to-the-grave" gratuity in this portrayal.2

Unfortunately, these maintenance programs do not begin

to meet the needs of many aged persons in our society today.

Poverty or drastically lowered income and old age go hand

in hand. People who are poor all their lives remain poor

as they grow old. Additionally, these poor are joined by

multitudes of people who become poor only after growing

older. When Social Security becomes the sole or primary

income, it means subsistence-level lifestyles for many;

recent increases do not keep up with soaring costs of living.

Private pension plans often do not pay off, and those that

do often produce lower, rather than higher, buying power.

Savings can be "wiped out" by a single unexpected catas-

trophe. Even the relatively well-off are not assured of

an income that will support them.3 Many older Americans

are faced with their forced, reduced financial situation.

Retirement has often been made mandatory, in spite of the

fact that a large number of these aged are perfectly capable

and willing to continue to work.

Employment and Income

Work, denied to older people by practice and attitude,

is needed to earn a living and provide personal

2Gubrium, op. cit., p. 195.

3 Butler, op. cit., p. 3.
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satisfaction.4 Many of the elderly are living in poverty

because they have been forced to become, or are rapidly

becoming, functionless. They sense their futility and are

struggling to maintain and achieve an economic identity and

security. Many Americans tend to believe that poverty

among the old is their own fault, attributable to their own

failure to prepare adequately for economic security.

Research reveals that many aged do plan for their future,

but rising costs of living and serious illnesses soon

deplete their savings. Almost one-third of the income of

older people still comes from current earnings. This income

is derived, largely, from part-time, unskilled and low-paid

jobs such as janitors, night watchman, and babysitter.

Employment is often concealed "bootleg" work to avoid income

taxes and Social Security that could nullify any financial

benefits of working.5

A tremendous waste of human experience is caused by

the negative attitudes and discrimination toward the elderly.

Each year as thousands of people are encouraged or forced

to retire, their skills, knowledge and wisdom are lost, and

their opportunities to teach, advise, listen and reflect,

as well as work, are decreased or eliminated. Also, society

is deprived of the knowledge of a generation of people

trained in every conceivable occupation.

4 Ibid., p. 64.

5lbid., p. 34.
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Older people begin to face age discrimination in the

labor market as early as age. forty, even if highly quali-

fied. Factors contributing to the decreased participation

of the older workers in the labor force are (1) a striking

decrease in the proportion of the labor force engaged in

agriculture; (2) an increase in the proportion of workers

in white-collar occupations; (3) a continuing shift from

self-employed to wage and salary workers; (4) a shift from

the production of material goods to the production of

services; and (5) an apparent trend toward higher skill

requirements.6 Beyond age forty, the older a person is,

the less likely the person will become employed, particu-

larly in industrial societies. 7 By 1985, participation of

older people in the labor force will probably decline to

approximately 21 percent for men and 8 percent for women.8

Older people who remain in the labor force often work

only part-time or only part of the year. Presently, this

category of older workers constitutes less than 5 percent

of the American labor force.9

6 Herman J. Loether, Problems of Aging (Belmont, 1975),
p. 63.

7Atchley, op. cit., p. 228.

8 United States Department of Labor, Manpower Report of
the President (Washington, D. C., U. S. Government Printing
Office, 1971), p. 291.

9 Atchley, op. cit., p. 230.

, , ...
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A "productivity-conscious" society is in the process of

disengaging the older workers from their central life role--

work. Work is an economic role which only about 25 percent

of the older population plays. They have little influence

on economic decisions and tend to be powerless. The older

workers who are fortunate enough to be employed, generally

do not leave the jobs until forced to retire. But, if the

aged should lose their jobs, it is difficult to find new ones

because of age discrimination. Older workers are labeled

"unproductive." In efforts to help the older workers with

employment problems, laws have been passed making it illegal

to deny any individual a job because of age, but such laws

are ineffective because businesses have not voluntarily

complied; the laws are difficult to test and enforce.

Employment studies show that older workers have superior

attendance records, that they are less likely to change

jobs, and their output is equal to that of younger workers.1 0

Although older workers are sometimes slow to learn, many of

them are still capable of learning new skills, contradictory

to belief, many are still capable of performing the skills

they now have. Many people over sixty-five years of age

are physically and mentally able to fulfill job requirements.

Unfortunately, many employers do not wish to employ the

older workers, or train them, believing it is more economical

to hire and train younger workers.

1 0 Ibid..

Aaa--W - 000.0 -
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Through the disengagement process, older workers are

expected to retire, automatically, at the age of 65 years.

The older Americans face mandatory retirement and unemploy-

ment in order to provide jobs for younger workers. The

traditional myth of the "golden years of retirement" implied

that persons earned retirement and that proper planning

would guarantee financial solvency. Many older workers are

not ready to disengage from society. They have contribu-

tions to make, and more critical, a need to work--for self-

esteem and economic survival. Negative contemporary views

toward old age provide grist for those who describe the

elderly as "unproductive," "less efficient than younger

workers," "less creative," and "physically and mentally

unable to do the job." Little proof has been given to jus-

tify these views. Studies from the 1940's to the present

document the continuing high efficiency of older workers as

well as their reliability, low turnover, and low absenteeism.1 1

Some studies have concluded that creativity declines with

chronological aging. Nevertheless, the universal validity of

the presumed relation between aging and loss of creativity is

questionable because of the many contributions of creativity

among our older people in our society today.

Dr. Eileen Crimmins, a demographer at the University

of Southern California, claims that population projections

by the United States Census Bureau grossly underestimate

U. S. Department of Labor, op. cit., p. 230.
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the number of older persons who will be living in the year

2000. She further states that by the turn of the century,

the over-65 populace will include about four million persons

who have been "overlooked" in the Census Bureau's latest

projections. While the Bureau estimates the elderly popu-

lation at thirty-two million in the year 2000, she contends

that her analysis of the data suggests it will be closer to

thirty-six million because life expectancy is projected to

jump more than four years--from 70 to 74.3 for men and from

78 to 86.2 for women.1 2 A panel of the American Association

for the Advancement of Science, which included Dr. Crimmins'

report, agreed that life expectancy numbers may continue to

increase into the twenty-first century, eventually reaching

a span of about 95 years.13 The Bureau had failed to take

into account the recent decline in the mortality rate when

making the population projection.

The expectation of extended longevity and increased

population of our aging multiplies the employment problems

of the older people. There is concern as to whether the

younger workers can shoulder the consequences of a large

unproductive population of unemployed people. Continued

work for the elderly may be an economic necessity in an

12 Eileen Crimmins, "Elderly May Outstrip Census Projec-
tions," AARP News Bulletin, American Association of Retired
Persons, 24 (July-August, 1983), 2.

1 31bid., p. 22.
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aging society. The belief in the myth of an earned retire-

ment may be economically dysfunctional.

In addition to the negative stereotypes, many forces

seem to conspire to hamper the ability of the elderly to

find employment: the Social Security ceiling on earnings,

which limits the amount of income to be earned, after which

the Social Security check will be reduced; educational and

technological obsolenscence, with little chance for retrain-

ing; increasing possibilities of physical limitations; and

direct age discrimination in employment through arbitrary

retirement and the bias against promoting or hiring older

workers. 1 4 During cutbacks in employment, mass layoffs,

plant shut-downs and company relocations, the worker over

45 years of age is far less likely to find a new job than

a younger worker. Older applicants are especially vulnerable

to exploitation because their urgent need for jobs pushes

them into whatever is available--jobs that do not appeal to

young people and which are often unpleasant, or even physi-

cally demanding. Minority groups, particularly the poverty-

ridden, especially suffer from work discrimination in old

age. For example, black aged men participate in the labor

force in the same proportions as whites, but are restricted

to less desirable jobs due to lack of skill and training.

Unemployment is a crucial issue for the elderly because

once unemployed, they usually remain without work for longer

14 Butler, op. cit., p. 68.
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periods of time than any other age group. Older persons

often become understandably discouraged in seeking jobs.

If they stop looking for work for four weeks, they are no

longer enumerated in the work force. The over-60-year-olds

who are classified in the labor market as "unemployed" remain

unemployed longer than younger people.1 5

By definition, the labor force is an economic group

comprised of individuals who do manual labor, or work for

wages and who are employed or actively seeking employment.

Often older people have been removed from the labor force.

Statistics that show persons aged 65 and over to have low

rates of unemployment tend to be misleading, because many

of this age category become discouraged by the inability

to find work. They are aware of discrimination and negative

attitudes. Although they often qualify for jobs with skills

and experience, job consideration is denied them. They are

victims of labeling. They are the "permanently unemployed."

Unemployment is often a demoralizing experience. Many older

persons find it difficult to maintain self-respect when they

are out of work. Many declare retirement or, at least, deny

that they are seeking work.1 6 To many older persons, being

out of the labor force is more respectable than being

unemployed.

1 5 Ibid., p. 69.

16Loether, op. cit., pp. 65-66.
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Congress enacted the Age Discrimination in Employment

Act in 1967. The act prohibits discrimination against

workers between the ages of 40 and 65. It applies to

employers with twenty-five or more employees, employment

agencies, and labor organizations. Despite the Age Discrim-

ination Act, employers continue to covertly discriminate

against older workers. The labor of older people is neither

sought nor desired. In fact, it is often denied. In a

study conducted before the passage of the Age Discrimination

Act, the U. S. Bureau of Employment Security concluded that

employers offered nine reasons for imposing age restriction

in hiring. These reasons, given in order of frequency, were

as follows.

1. Older workers are not as efficient as younger
workers. They are not able to maintain the
production standards set by the company.

2. Older workers cannot meet the physical require-
ments set by the company. They lack the strength,
stamina, and endurance necessary to do the work.

3. Older workers are set in their ways. They are
unable to make the necessary adjustments to a
new work situation. It is not possible to orient
them to company policies and practices.

4. It is not economically feasible to hire the
older workers, because their presence would
lead to increased pension and insurance costs.

5. The older workers are above or too close to the
compulsory retirement age established by the
company. They would not qualify for a pension,
and the company frowns upon hiring workers who
are not pensionable.

6. The company policy is to hire younger workers
and there is reluctance to mix different age
groups.
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7. Older workers are too difficult to train for
new jobs; they do not "catch on" fast enough.
It is more expensive to train older workers,
and the short time they have left to work
after being trained makes training economically
unsound.

8. Older workers tend to be ill more often than
younger workers and miss too much work.

9. The policy is to promote from within the company.
Older workers do not fit in with this policy.
It would be a violation of policy to hire them
on some higher level, yet it would be unfair to
hire them at lower levels.17

These nine reasons for not hiring older persons are

often not supported by facts. In fact, they do not reflect

the abilities of older workers. First, older workers are

not a homogeneous group; productivity at the age of 45 and

over is as variable as in younger workers. Second, the

demands of different jobs defy generalization. Although

the ability to do heavy labor does decline with age, the

decline is gradual. In physically less demanding jobs,

older workers often perform as well as younger ones. For

example, in service occupation jobs such as janitor or night

watchman, or guards, sales, clerks, custodians, real estate,

babysitter, and household workers.

Various studies conducted by the U. S. Bureau of Labor

Statistics indicate there is no consistent pattern of

productive superiority for any age group. Large proportions

of older workers exceed the average productivity of younger

17Ibid., pp. 73-74.
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workers. Furthermore, older workers have a steadier output

rate.1 8 Other significant findings are that older workers

have better safety records and better absenteeism records

than younger workers.

There is some support to the belief that older workers

tend to be more set in their ways and, hence, less adaptable.

It must be stressed again, however, that older persons do

not form a homogeneous group; there is much variability

among them. Many older persons have demonstrated their

adaptability by successfully making significant changes in

occupations late in life. Also, the older workers' experi-

ence often helps in approaching new problems.1 9

Although having large numbers of older workers in one's

employ may increase pension and insurance costs, many more

older workers could be absorbed by large industries without

substantially increasing costs. Many older workers would

be willing to consider, under certain conditions (for

example, higher pay scale), to forfeit pensions in order to

be allowed to work. Working without pension coverage is

preferable to not working at all.

Retirement

The rationale that the older worker is no longer

capable of doing his job forms one of the bases for concern

1 8 Ibid., p. 75.

19 I[bid.
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for the compulsory retirement policies that now pervade

society. Policies have developed which arbitrarily dis-

qualify people from economic participation once they reach

a given retirement age. While most other institutions in

society do not phase out older people in quite this rigid a

fashion, there are nevertheless-norms which downgrade the

value of the older person's contribution to the family, the

church, the neighborhood and voluntary associations. Only

in positions such as self-employment and professional

occupations have older people been able to keep positions

earned earlier in life.2 0 These persons have more control

over their own destinies. For the majority of older people,

however, who had no choice in the decision of retirement,

it has been difficult. Society has increasingly withdrawn

the opportunity of employment. The older persons are left

primarily on their own. Compounding the problem is the

fact that preparation for the "freedom" of life is largely

left up to the individual and as a result is often inade-

quate. Many of the older workers have been unable to

prepare for retirement because of financial problems through

the years. Salaries do not meet the financial needs. Many

of the older workers prepared through pension funds only to

find them worthless, void, or inadequate to meet inflationary

demands. Inflation and illness have often consumed the

savings of the older workers. For whatever reason,

2 0Atchley, op. cit., p. 16.
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retirement is often inadequate or impossible. The "golden

age" retirement period of life becomes for many of the

elderly, a forced meager existence long before they are

ready to leave the labor forces.

By the process of societal disengagement, society

withdraws from or no longer seeks the efforts of the aged

in society. The aged have been forced out of the roles

that gave them status and function in society. According

to some sociologists, the overall disengagement theory is

a process whereby as a person ages, he begins to withdraw

from society by surrendering some social roles. Cummins

and Henry state that the process is inevitable, and those

unsevered relationships between the aging person and other

members of society are altered in quality. The disengage-

ment process may be initiated by the individual, by the

society, or both. From the societal point of view, an older

person may no longer be sought for leadership in organiza-

tions, his labor may no longer be desired by an employer,

he may no longer be wanted by his children to become involved

in their decisions, the union may no longer be interested in

his financial problems, or his government may no longer be

responsive to his needs.2 1

In an agrarian society, the older person represented a

wealth of advice and knowledge. Today, most of the roles

have disappeared or altered. In fact, circumstances are

2 1 Atchley, op, cit., pp. 219-220.
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such that daily needs of the elderly are often not met. The

elderly have been placed in situations in which they some-

times must fight back. Many do not wish to reform society

for their benefit, but do want to find the way back into

the established order and play their part in maintaining it.

They are not ready to disengage from society, or drastically

reduce their activity. In major categories pertaining to

the elderly--Age Discrimination, Social Security, Health

Care, and Pension Rights--there have been fourteen Supreme

Court decisions. Of these fourteen cases affecting older

Americans, the Burger Court has voted against them twelve

times.2 2

According to A. E. Dick Howard, professor at the

University of Virginia Law School, the U. S. Supreme Court

is paying too little attention to injustices and discrimi-

nations being practiced against older Americans. The

Supreme Court, he explains, deals intensively with the

problems of racial minorities and women, but it is less

ready to intervene on issues involving senior citizens.

"The justices feel that everyone grows older if they live

long enough and, so, have not deemed older people as a group

that needs special treatment."2 3 Howard believes that the

Supreme Court sees age discrimination as a social issue and

22 Jack Anderson and Joe Spear, "The U. -S. Supreme Court
Doesn't Like Older Americans," 50 Plus., 22 (May, 1982), 25.

2 3 A. E. Dick Howard, "Future Shocks: How the High
Court Will Affect You," 50 Plus, 22 (May, 1982), 22.
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treats it in much the same way as it would busing, abortion,

or affirmative action. The Supreme Court gives responsi-

bility back to federal and state legislatures. The elderly

are seen as a group that has enough clout to take care of

itself.2 4

Economic conditions cause concern for society, in

general, as well as the aged. However, economic conditions

might be improved if the aged were allowed to continue to

work. More serious consideration should be given to certain

facts. First, age, as the sole criteria for compulsory

retirement, is not an accurate indicator of ability of the

aged person. Most workers could continue to work effectively

beyond 65 years. Secondly, flexible, or voluntary, retire-

ment of the aged could increase the income of the aged and

reduce the payments necessary for income maintenance.

Flexible retirement policies might double the average incomes

of those who are forced to retire. Also, the millions of

aged persons with poverty level incomes could be substan-

tially reduced. This, in turn, could substantially reduce

the amount of old age assistance and other welfare payments

currently given to the aged with inadequate incomes. Social

Security payments could be reduced. Considering the fact

that over twenty billion dollars a year are paid by Social

Security to retired workers and their dependents, it is

easy to see that several billion dollars could be saved from

2 41bid.
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income maintenance programs if only a minority of the aged

could avoid forced retirement.2 5 Also, flexible retirement

would better utilize the skills, experience, and productive

potentials of older persons and thus increase our national

output. If the millions of persons now forced to retire

were allowed to be gainfully employed, the national output

of goods and services could increase by billions of dollars. 2 6

Self-Image Effects

In America today, the aged, generally, have lower

statues. Yet, some of the aged, in spite of the many

problems, manage to create a life for themselves which

allows room for decision-making, self-esteem, and involve-

ment. The elderly's self-image, or self-esteem, falls into

two categories: old age is a meaningless marking of time

before death, or a valuable final segment of the life cycle.

The belief in the myths of solvency and the "golden years"

of retirement fostered the latter.

The attitudes and behavior of society influence the

self-view and behavior of the elderly. Many of the elderly

tend to adopt negative definitions of themselves and per-

petuate the very stereotypes directed against them. Because

the changing social values and attitudes toward the elderly

2 5 Erdman Palmore, "Compulsory Versus Flexible Retire-
ment: Issues and Facts," Contemporary Social Gerontology,
edited by Bill D. Bell, Ph.D. (Springfield, 1976), p. 173.

2 6 Ibid.
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are often negative ones, they become conditioned to the

negative societal behaviors. These persons no longer per-

ceive themselves as having definite places in the social

structure. They adopt negative, low self-images, often

feeling unwanted, and living meaningless lives.

There are those of the elderly population who cope with

old age by refusing to identify themselves as elderly at all.

A significant minority of older people conceal their age

from themselves as well as others. In a study by Taves and

Hansen, it was discovered that out of 1,700 elderly people,

one-sixth of the elderly thought of themselves as old between

the ages of 54 and 69, one third between the ages of 70 and

79, and only 40 percent by age 80 and over. About one person

in seven said they never thought of themselves as old. 2 7

Also, there are older people who do not seem themselves as

victims, or passive agents of their environment. They

initiate direct actions and stimulate responses. They have

an optimistic and determined attitude. These persons

believe that everyone is in the aging process and it is up

to the individual to seek means for an enriching, meaningful,

and fruitful life.

For many of the aging, attitudes are changing. They

are becoming more aggressive. They are more likely to demand

where once they would plead, or simply accept whatever was

27Jutler, op. cit., p. 14.
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given or denied them. They have the drive or self-motivation

to make old age more enjoyable and worthwhile. They want to

be active.

Self-esteem seems to be improving among the elderly.

More older people are active--learning, traveling, partici-

pating in politics, and contributing. College and univer-

sities are well represented today by older people. More

part-time jobs and volunteer work are being held by the

older persons. More aging people are trying to be more

optimistic, awaiting each tomorrow with anticipation, not

resignation.



CHAPTER III

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Myths which develop in society perform societal func-

tions and often are believed as real by persons. American

society has traditionally fostered a number of myths about

the economic role of the elderly. These myths are the

central foci of the study. The belief in financial solvency

and retirement as the "golden years" developed in a youth-

oriented, less complex, younger society. They performed

definite social functions: basis for defining the roles

of the aged by society, the young, and themselves; provide

rewards for retirement; remaining from the work force a

segment of the population, and yet, providing ritualistic

ceremonies honoring the retiree. Belief in financial

solvency provided the basis for financial planning for

retirement, belief in social security and pension funds,

and behavioral expectations o f the "golden years." These

functions were facilitated by the adherence to underlying

beliefs; the myths which often served to provide positive

images for behavioral expectations and attitudes.

With urbanization, demographic changes, an aging

population and changing economic conditions, the milieu

under which these myths developed has changed drastically

34
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and rapidly. Although belief in the myths still persists,

they often perform dysfunctions for society, the youth, the

aged, and the relationships between age categories. Stereo-

types, often not valid for many, develop which present

images contrary to the myths or their underlying implica-

tions. The belief in the traditional myths are often

dysfunctional in an aging society in which increased economic

opportunity and activity of the aged become more desirable

with a society increasingly burdened by demands for social

security, financial assistance, and medical needs. The

decades of the thirties implicitly perpetuated the belief

in Social Security as inevitable and as the basis, perhaps

only basis, for financial solvency. The belief in financial

solvency for the aged has been a fundamental factor in the

social movements for and of the elderly. The aged in the

United States society are caught between the traditional

myths of financial solvency and the "golden years" of

retirement and societal factors which make the fulfillment

of these myths increasingly difficult.

4444444 -- kwo - - - - , .
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