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Coping with age 
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Obviously there is no "gold 
standard" by which successful 
ageing can be defined, since 
the criteria will vary between 
people. Any theory that 
postulates one desirable 
feature of ageing - such as 
high levels of activity or health 
or /if e satisfaction - will be 
inadequate. 

Ageing successfully does not 
imply avoiding the problems, 
changes or losses that come 

with age. On the contrary, it means 
continually striving, despite set
backs, to maximize gains and mini
mize losses. We need to consider first 
of all what is known about ageing 
and what is known about strategies 
and mechanisms that might be help
ful in coping with losses. 

We have at our disposal a large 
amount of information on this sub
ject, that is shared by gerontologists 
around the world. In particular, this 
information shows that there is great 
variation in the nature and timing of 
the events of ageing, that people have 
vast reserves of hidden strengths to 
draw on as they grow older, and that 
a continual willingness to adjust and 
adapt is called for. 

The piano virtuoso Arthur Rubinstein was a world-famous example of successful ageing. 
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Heterogeneity increases with 
age, as the effects of environmental 
factors accumulate, making people 
more and more dissimilar. Thus two 
seven-year-olds are likely to have 
more in common than two 70-year
olds. Heterogeneity is also increased 
by disease, which can cause ageing 
to proceed in quite divergent ways. 

With regard to adaptability, or 
"plasticity", as it is called in our 
research, the elderly have many 
latent or dormant reserves that are 
not used simply because they are not 
activated by environmental 
demands. The accumulation of such 
reserves starts at birth and continues 
throughout life. Old people tend to 
live in an undemanding environ
ment, with little stimulation, 
whereas mental, social, psychologi
cal or economic demands can have 
the effect of activating these latent 
reserves. 

Limiting the goals 

As one ages, increasing vulnerability 
needs to be acknowledged and moni
tored. This might require one to 
change one's expectations and stan
dards, to delegate control, or to 
acknowledge the uncontrollability of 
specific events - in short, to accom
modate one's goals as necessary. 
In this sense, the elderly need to be 
flexible and in tune with themselves 
and their environment. Growing old 
requires self-mastery as well as 
environmental mastery. 

What strategies might assist older 
people to continue to strive to reach 
their goals? Such strategies must 
allow a person both to keep on 
course and to cope with losses that 
might call for a change of direction. 
They need to provide for the adjust
ment of goals as well as the means of 
attaining them. Success can be seen 
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A man brings his grandchild ta the immunization centre. Family and community involvement helps 
to ensure an eniayable quality of life in old age. 
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as the minimization of losses and the 
maximization of goals. The defini
tion of those goals can be subjective 
or objective and can be measured by 
different standards. We argue that 
growth and gains remain possible 
even into very old age, when increas
ing vulnerability makes it necessary 
to cope with and adjust to losses. 
Growing old successfully despite 
losses is possible when three 
processes are employed: selection, 
optimization and compensation. 

An example of the interplay of 
these processes in the attempt to 
maintain a goal and adjust to losses 
can be seen in the pianist Arthur 
Rubinstein. Asked in a television 
interview when he was 80 years old 
how he managed to remain a 
renowned pianist at such an 
advanced age, Rubinstein replied that 
he attempted to overcome some 
frailties of his age by performing a 
smaller number of pieces, so that he 
could practise them more often. He 
also alluded to some tricks he used, 
such as slowing down the tempo 
before a very fast passage, to give the 
impression of playing the music 
faster. 

Here we can see all three 
processes working: selection (reduc
tion of repertoire), optimization 

(more practice of fewer pieces), and 
compensation (a change in style to 
retain the appearance of playing fast). 
Such examples abound in everyday 
life, and the three processes usually 
seem to be adopted instinctively. 

Indeed, selection, optimization 
and compensation should not be seen 
only as a matter of intention and 
rationality. Each of the three 
processes can be active or passive, 
internal or external, conscious or 
unconscious. For instance, they may 
involve moving to a better place to 
work or live, or changing one's goals 
to fit the existing conditions. They 
may involve the active pursuit of 
new skills or a gradual acceptance of 
life without certain skills. 

By using strategies of selection, 
optimization and compensation, 
individuals can contribute to their 
own successful ageing. Certainly the 
biology of ageing limits more and 
more the overall range of possibili
ties in old age. However, the adaptive 
task of each of us as we age is 
to select and concentrate on those 
aspects of life and those goals that 
are of high priority for us and that 
involve a convergence of environ
mental demands and individual 
motivation, skill , preference and 
biological capacity. • 
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Making envelopes in Sri Lanka. Being active 
and striving far gaols are powerful ways to 
counterbalance the physical losses that go 
with ageing. 
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