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This presentation will address the following 
questions:

• WHAT is the active aging paradigm, and why do we need to pay 
critical attention to it?

• WHY is the old age social exclusion lens needed as an 
alternative?

• HOW is social exclusion understood?

• WHAT does old age social exclusion-aware research, policy and 
practice means? 



WHY is the old age social exclusion lens 
needed?

• Because we need a critical gaze on the active aging paradigm that has 
been gaining momentum ever since the United Nations, and the 
European Commission, partnered up to launch active aging policies as 
a way of addressing the various challenges associated with population 
aging.

• Because the relative one-size-fits-all approach to aging and old age that 
underline active aging policies (even if they claim to be in tuned with the 
diversity of older people) begs our attention.

• The active aging paradigm is namely an extension of the ‘mainstream’ 
frames of reference that guide most gerontological research, policy and 
practice at present.

– These frames focus often on age (at the expense of other social 
positions)

– And rely on theoretical and conceptual frameworks that have been 
created on the basis of the realities of privileged (and ‘native’) 
populations.

– The fact that the North American successful aging paradigm lurks in 
the back of these frames of references is also worth noting.



Let us begin by addressing one of social gerontology’s 
most central constructs: successful aging

• The idea of successful aging is old.
– Most gerontologists regard Cicero’s (106-43 BCE)  De Senectute (a piece of 

writing about the positive and negative aspects of old age) as the first piece 
of writing that launched the idea.

• The actual term ‘successful aging’ is not that, however, that old.

• It featured first in an article by Havighurst (1961) and during the 60’s and 
70’s we saw some of the first attempts to develop empirical measures 
(Palmore’s 1979 attempt is one of the most comprehensive ones) 

• The paradigm of successful aging, however, was launched a bit later
– Rowe & Khan (1987) are often credited with launching the first model that 

operationalized successful aging as an outcome

– Baltes & Baltes (1990) launched the SOC model as an alternative and 
brought attention to the process of SA instead

– There is also a growing number of studies which have tried to ‘democratize’ 
this paradigm by asking what older people themselves think about 
successful aging

• So when gerontologists talk about this paradigm they mean all three 
types of SA scholarship (i.e. outcomes, process and subjective takes on 
what ‘aging’ well means)



Why is the SA paradigm so heavily criticized?

• Because there is no consensus as to what SA actually means

• Because at the core of this paradigm is the idea that to age well is to 
age optimally in all spheres of life (i.e. physically, cognitively and 
socially)

• Because the objectivist understandings of SA are modelled on the 
characteristics, preferences and experiences of privileged groups

• Because the paradigm suggests that aging well is more dependent on 
behavior, attitude and environment as opposed to hereditary traits or the 
structural conditions surrounding our lives

• Because this paradigm presupposes (and encourages) a high degree of 
individual control and has become a moral imperative

• Because the idea of SA has become a commodity for sale (within 
different kinds of ‘markets’)

– And today I will be arguing – albeit in indirect ways – that 
gerontological research, policy and practice can be deemed to be 
one of the markets in which the SA paradigm has been 
commodified through active aging policies and the active aging 
index.



Let us now look at research on SA: What 
characterizes it?

• There is a lack of studies that explore the relationship between cultural values 
and understandings of successful aging (SA).

• Culture-specificity has characterized the study of successful aging so far.

• And it is often Western (read North American and Northern European!) 
values that have guided the research 

• Thus, ‘non-Western’ understandings of SA tend to be regarded as 
aberrations from ‘the norm’

• This means that cultural variation and diversity in SA understandings is not often 
taken for granted in the gerontological debate on SA 

– This is one of the reasons why ethnocentrism permeates most of the debate 
on this concept

• Few social gerontologists have brought attention to understandings of SA that 
are simultaneously influenced by two cultures (i.e. what transnational lifestyles 
mean to the ways in which migrants think about SA).

• Few gerontologists take into account that the process of migration could 
challenge people’s  understandings of successful aging (SA)

• It is because of all of this that I argued (this was two decades ago) that the study 
of SA could benefit from acknowledging that the value orientations (VO)  that 
people uphold ‘affect’ their ways of thinking about SA (see latest publication on 
this in Oxford Encyclopedia of Psychology)



A culturally-relevant theoretical framework for the study of 
successful ageing

Source: Torres, S. (1999). A culturally-relevant theoretical framework for the study of successful aging. Ageing & 
Society, 19(1): 33-51. 
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Let us now move on to talk about the active aging 
paradigm (i.e. the debate, the policies and the index)

• Active aging is often referred to as the ‘policy translation of the (North American) 
successful aging paradigm’ (as a construct active aging has, however, a broader 
scope!)

• The active aging paradigm encompasses:
– The idea that the preservation and enhancement of independent living skills  is something 

that should be encouraged (self-efficiency and independence being at the core, of course, 
of this idea)

– The idea that remaining in paid employment is a must (the goal being the alleviation of the 
pressures that pension plans are bound to face as more people grow into the fourth age)

– And the idea that remaining or becoming socially productive (through unpaid contributions 
to families and society) is something that is in everybody’s interests (young and old; rich 
and poor)

– All of these ideas rhyme well with the type of cultural values we tend to find in highly 
industrialized Western societies

• The fact that these policies have become the preferred policy mode to address 
the challenges associated with population aging is therefore (perhaps) a given, 
as is the fact they have led to the formulation of the active aging index (AAI) for 
policy makers

– Launched by the EC and the UN, this index measures the extent to which older people can 
realize their full potential in terms of employment, participation in social and cultural life 
and independent living. The index measures therefore (some would claim), the extent to 
which the environment enables seniors to lead an active life.

– Thus, the active aging paradigm is, in other words, contributing to shifting our attention 
(from aging as a costly part of the life-course to the untapped potential that old age can 
offer OR from older people as dependent to older people as contributors to society)





Where can we find the policy origins of the 
active aging paradigm?

• Early 1990s – the notion of active aging is launched as it begins to appear in 
EU/ EC documents 

• 1999 – The policy document ‘Towards a Europe of All Ages’ comes out and the 
focus on the decline of workers-per-pensioners ratio begins

– The central aims for EU policies on active aging become the extension of 
working lives, closure of or limits on early-exit schemes, increase in 
retirement age and closer connections between contributions and pensions

• 2011 – the EU declares that “We need to enable older people to make their 
contribution to society, to rely more on themselves and depend less on others” 

• 2012 – the European Year of Active Aging and Solidarity Between Generations 
generated numerous policy documents which center on three foci: Employment, 
Participation in Society and Independent Living

– Particularly worth notion is that health and social care are not one of the foci 
of these documents

– The emphasis is on older adults as consumers of goods and services.

– The role of policy seems to be relegated to preventing age discrimination 
in different settings 

– Policy begins to disengage with the Fourth Age which is why Timonen – a 
scholar of social policy who focuses on aging – has poignantly argued that 
“where dependency begins, policy ends” (Timonen 2016).







It all seems rather harmless…..BUT what would an ‘int’l. 
migration-informed’ critical gaze on the active aging 
paradigm suggest?

• AA policies have ‘sameness’ (in terms of the underlying values assumed to be 
important to the older segments of our populations) as their starting point as well 
as ‘continuation’ from one part of the life-course (i.e. midlife) to another (i.e. old 
age) as their compass

– BUT when we are dealing with the increased ethno-cultural diversity that international 
migration has brought about we are dealing with the very opposite; i.e. ‘differentness’ and, 
in the case of those that have migrated late in life: ‘discontinuity’

• These policies take implicitly for granted that everybody shares the 
understandings of ‘contributions’ that is at the core of this paradigm shift.

– BUT some of the expectations upon which these policies are based (such as the 
assumption that independence in old age and the postponement of retirement are feasible 
for all) do not rhyme well with the migratory life-courses that international labor migrants in 
low paying jobs have had OR that asylum seekers with low educational levels would be 
able to manage.

• These policies stir policy makers’ attention to their national borders and the ways 
in which those borders facilitate welfare access 

– BUT what international migration has done is allow for people - who lack these clear-cut 
relationships with national borders (through e.g. the paying of taxes that labor market 
participation entails) – to cross those borders

– Thus, these policies run the risk of rendering the needs of older migrants who have yet to 
become citizens invisible.

• They inadvertently create discourses about old age which shift our attention from 
the needs of marginalized/ deprived older people to the “untapped resources” of 
privileged groups

– The fact that they are being launched just at the same time as anti-immigrant discourses 
and practices are flourishing in Europe make the re-imagination of uneducated, poor and ill 
older migrants as “untapped resources” with “unexploited potential”  particularly 
challenging



Comparison of ’native’ European populations with migrant 
populations on the AAI (based on SHARE data från 2004/ 2005)
Source: Cela, E. & Ciommi, M. (2018). Aging in multicultural Europe: perspectives and challenges. In 
A. Zaidi (eds). Building Evidence for Active Aging Policies. Springer.



What exactly is my point?

• First of all, we need to question whether the active aging paradigm is in 
fact ’the solution per excellence’ to the challenges that population aging 
poses as UN and EU want us to believe

– Less than 50% of the third-age population in the richest EU countries live up 
(according to their own AAI) to this paradigm’s high standards

– In some of European countries it is as little as 30% that do

– The only study we have at this moment on how older migrants across 
Europé flare on the active aging index (which is based on data from the 
mid- 2000’s) clearly shows that they are lagging behind the native 
populations in all countries

– Expecting that these populations (as well as other under-privileged 
populations) will ’catch up’ is unrealistic to say the very least!!

• The fact that active aging policies are oblivious to the realities of the 
fourth age is also troublesome to say the very least. 

• It is because of all of this that the old age social exclusion lens is 
needed at this point in time.

– And why ROSEnet (a COST-action network) was established in 2016 with 
funding from the European Cooperation in Science and Technology (COST)

– ROSEnet stands for Reducing Old Age Social Exclusion: Collaborations in 
Research and Policy



BUT before I go into what ROSEnet is, let me give a bit 
of insight into how the debate on social exclusion 
started in Europe?

• The phrase ‘social exclusion’ was virtually non-existent in policy documents 
in English from the 1970s. 

• It appeared in the 1980s through EU policy initiatives on poverty, because 
there was a need to coin a policy phrase to replace the stigmatizing term 
used at the time, which was poverty.

– The fact that social exclusion was a recognizable phrase in the French-speaking 
part of the EU made adopting it in European policy circles relatively easy. The 
French had namely already a phrase they were using in policy circles; i.e. 
‘exclusion sociale’.

• Thus, the discursive turn that European poverty policy took during the 
1980’s – from poverty to social exclusion – is often regarded as a branding 
exercise for the controversial poverty initiatives being launched by the 
European Union back then.

– This is why Saunders (2008) has argued that the new phrase (i.e. social 
exclusion) “allowed researchers and policy makers to engage in a productive 
dialogue that draws together otherwise disparate themes, with the promise of 
developing practical solutions to policy problems. The policy interest has thus 
acted as a spur to researchers, and their interest and contributions have enriched 
the policy dialogue” (ibid.: 80). 



So how do social scientists understand social 
exclusion?

• As the lacking the resources, rights, goods and services that can 
isolate people from the mainstream of society. 

• In doing so, they draw attention to the array of activities, relationships 
and resources that are needed in order for people to have adequate 
social participation, an acceptable level of social participation and a 
certain degree of power over their situation.

• Some argue that social exclusion is the non-realization of citizenship 
rights and that the following spheres ought to be taken into account 
when talking about social exclusion:

• the democratic and legal system (since they allow for civic 
integration), 

• the labour market (which make economic integration 
possible), 

• the welfare system (which is key to social integration) and 
• the system of social networks of affiliation to which the family 

and the community belong (since it is these that make 
interpersonal integration possible). 



So what is the definition of social exclusion 
most often used?

“A complex and multi-dimensional process. It involves the 
lack or denial of resources, rights, goods and services, and 
the inability to participate in the normal relationships and 
activities, available to the majority of people in a society, 
whether in economic, social, cultural or political arenas. It 
affects both the quality of life of individuals and the equity 
and cohesion of society as a whole” (Levitas et al 2007: 9).

 



How do social gerontologists involved in 
ROSEnet define old age social exclusion?

“Old-age exclusion involves interchanges between multi-level risk 
factors, processes and outcomes. Varying in form and degree 
across the older adult life course, its complexity, impact and 
prevalence are amplified by old-age vulnerabilities, accumulated 
disadvantage for some groups, and constrained opportunities to 
ameliorate exclusion. Old-age exclusion leads to inequities in 
choice and control, resources and relationships, and power and 
rights in key domains of neighborhood and community; services, 
amenities and mobility; material and financial resources; social 
relations, socio-cultural aspects of society; and civic participation. 
Old-age exclusion implicates states, societies, communities and 
individuals” (Walsh et al 2017: 93).





What makes the old age social exclusion lens 
unique?

• A focus on the accumulation of disadvantages over the 
courses of people’s lives
– Contributing to an increasing prevalence of exclusion into 

later life. 

• An acknowledgement of the fact that in old age, most 
people are susceptible to exclusionary processes
– Because of old age-related health decline, the contracting of 

social and support networks, and the depletion of 
opportunities for income-generation.

• Thus, this lens brings attention to the fact that exclusionary 
mechanisms function as tipping points into precarity 
– Since in later life, most people have fewer opportunities and 

pathways to lift themselves out of exclusion. 



Percentages of the general and older population at risk 
of social exclusion (who in this case meant= who feel 
insecure) by country
Source: Ogg. J. (2005). Social exclusion and insecurity among older Europeans: the influence of 
welfare regimes. Ageing & Society, 25: 65-90





So in contrast to the active aging paradigm…..

• …which brings sole attention to older people’s capacities to such 
an extent that the realities of the fourth age are relegated to the 
periphery of gerontological policy and practice,

• …the old age social exclusion lens brings attention to the array of 
risks and vulnerabilities that older people face if they have not 
been able to secure privileges earlier in life.

• The former – i.e. the active aging paradigm – is obsessed with the 
contributions that older people can make, while the later – i.e. the 
old age social exclusion lens – wants us to face to the 
vulnerabilities that they can face.

• One of them draws attention to the 30-40+% that are aging 
actively, the other to the 60+% that are NOT!

• ROSEnet coordinates – since 2016 – 140+ researchers in 30+ 
countries working to bring attention to old age social exclusion, 
and combat the exclusionary discourses that the active aging 
paradigm has inadvertently unleashed.
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!!!

For more information on ROSENet: 
www.rosenet.com

Contact information: sandra.torres@soc.uu.se

http://www.rosenet.com/
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