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In this special issue of the e-Journal of Applied
Psychology, our contributing authors have addressed a
range of issues concerning what it means to age well.
Four of the six papers directly tackle what is meant or
understood by positive, successful or active ageing, and
in doing so they elucidate many of the negative
stereotypes that have been associated with experiencing
one’s senior years. The two final papers concern
particular topics in this general area.
The first paper, by Gram and Smed, describes
interviews with elderly holidaying Europeans in
Denmark. The authors find that their informants, far
from succumbing to these negative stereotypes, place
many positive constructions on ageing, acknowledging
its capacity to empower and viewing it as providing
independence and freedom. They build their identities
as older travellers through a ‘continuous, dynamic
negotiation’, in which physical concerns are balanced
by a range of advantages bestowed on the elderly; they
learn to drink their coffee more slowly, and thus savour
the experience more keenly. Boudiny and Mortelmans,
in a largely theoretical paper, critique both
disengagement and activity theories of ageing,
discussing how such models can arise from economic
circumstances and as such do not do justice to the full
range of subjectively successful ways that ageing can
occur. They point out how active ageing is often
construed either as continuing in the workforce or
participating in physically demanding activities, while
more passive but nevertheless life-engaging pastimes
such as reading, surfing the internet or doing
crosswords are dismissed, even though they may be
more suitable for older, frailer seniors. These
constructions feed back into individual self-esteem and
also into community consciousness as to what makes
for a successful older life.
The third paper by Fernández -Ballesteros, accesses a
data base of Spanish seniors to examine a large range of
measures used to assess well-being among older people.
Factor analysis of these measures indicates that positive
ageing is a multi-dimensional construct, not limited to
health, physical fitness or even activity levels, but also
including cognitive and affective dimensions.
Fernández -Ballesteros points out the importance of
including subjective and objective measures in any

consideration of positive ageing. She demonstrates that
prevalence rates for successful ageing vary greatly
depending on how it is assessed, and promotes the
importance of a multi-dimensional approach. Tan,
Ward and Ziaian, comparing Anglo-Australian and
Chinese-Australian older people, note that cultural
groups may differ on how they interpret successful
ageing, a further argument for taking a multidimensional approach to the measurement of well-being
among seniors.
While each of the above papers discusses physical,
cognitive and emotional well-being, the role of
sexuality is ignored. The paper by Barrett redresses this
imbalance, linking sexual health to emotional wellbeing in older persons. Barrett presents the World
Health Organisation’s principles for successful sexual
health programs, adapted to apply to sexual health
services for older people, either in care or in the
community.
The final paper, by Hungwe, provides a very different
perspective, a counter-point to positive ageing. This
author has interviewed and observed staff and patients
in an institution for destitute older people in Zimbabwe.
She presents a bleak picture of the mix of individual,
cultural and institutional expectations, beliefs and
behaviours which militate against the possibility of a
positive ageing experience. There is not just a gap
between the experiences of institutionalised participants
in Hungwe’s study and the wealthy older tourists
researched by Gram and Smed, but a chasm.
This group of papers is somewhat different from those
in the regular issues. We purposely chose material that
represented a range of experiences, and indeed, these
articles are from five different countries and describe
groups of older people varying markedly on cultural
and economic dimensions. While the styles of
presentation may not always be standard, the level of
creativity reflected in these papers has the potential to
contribute significantly to our thinking about positive
ageing.

Professor Susan Moore and Ms Kerrie Shandley,
Editors

Electronic Journal of Applied Psychology. 7(1): 1 (2011)

