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“avoidance of disease and disability, 
maintenance of high physical and cognitive 

function, and sustained engagement in 
social and productive activities”

Successful Aging defined as:
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- Rowe and Kahn 1997, 439

“Our concept of success connotes more than a 
happy outcome; it implies achievement rather than 

mere good luck.…To succeed in something requires 
more than falling into it; it means having desired it, 

planned it, worked for it. 
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- Rowe and Kahn 1998, 37
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All these factors are critical to our view of aging, 
which… we regard as largely under the control of 

the individual. In short, successful aging is 
dependent on individual choices and behaviors. It 

can be attained through individual choice and effort.”

- Rowe and Kahn 1998, 37
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“A vision of the ideal person as not really 
aging at all in late life, but rather maintaining 

the self of one’s earlier years”

The successful aging paradigm produces:

(Sarah Lamb 2014)
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Non-neutral Themes 
In the Successful Aging Paradigm

1. Individual Agency and Control 
2. Independence 
3. Maintenance of Productive Activity 
4. Permanent Personhood or Ageless Adulthood

(Sarah Lamb 2014)



In West Bengal 
India, older people 
frequently talk of 

readiness for death.
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In many communities, 
preparing for decline 

and death is a normal, 
natural, appropriate 
unfolding of the life-

course  
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Two Problems with  
An Uncritical Model of Successful Aging:

1.  It is inaccurate: The very communities upheld as 
exemplars of successful aging don’t adhere to the 
cultural values presented in the model.   

2.  It produces negative experiences for older adults 
as it continues to stigmatize aging and construct 
decline as failure.
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Who ages successfully?
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Non-neutral Themes 
In the Successful Aging Paradigm

1. Individual Agency and Control 
2. Independence 
3. Maintenance of Productive Activity 
4. Permanent Personhood or Ageless Adulthood

(Sarah Lamb 2014)

Individual Agency and Control
Acceptance
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Independence
Interdependence
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Productivity
“Being Good” Not “Doing Good”
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Ageless Adulthood
All Stages of Life Are Valued
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Video Data 
I have intentionally left this slide blank as I cannot circulate my data


according to IRB protocol

The Nuns’ Model of Aging
1. Locates control and agency outside 

themselves 

2. Sense of interdependence

3. Values “being good,” not productivity 

4. Values all stages of life including decline
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Image by ALEAH CHAPIN. oil on canvas. Used with permission

An Alternative Model: 
Meaningful Decline

Anna Corwin, PhD 
Saint Mary’s College of California 

aic3@stmarys-ca.edu

Works Cited

Butler, S. M, and D. A. Snowdon. 1996. Trends in Mortality in Older Women: Findings from the Nun 
Study. Journal of Gerontology: Social Sciences 51B(4): S201–8. 

Calasanti, Toni. 2015. Combating Ageism: How Successful Is Successful Aging?. The Gerontologist. 
56. 

Corwin, A. I. 2014. Lord, Hear Our Prayer: Prayer, Social Support, and Well-Being in a Catholic 
Convent. Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 24(2): 174–92. 

Corwin, A. I. 2017. Growing Old with God: An Alternative Vision of Aging Well. In Successful Aging a 
21st Century Obsession. S. Lamb, ed. Pp. 98–111. Rutgers University Press. 

Corwin, A. I. 2018. Overcoming Elderspeak: A Qualitative Study of Three Alternatives. The 
Gerontologist 58(4): 724–729.  

Fabbre, V. D. 2015. Gender Transitions in Later Life: A Queer Perspective on Successful Aging. The 
Gerontologist 55(1): 144-153.  

Lamb, S. White saris and sweet mangoes: Aging, gender, and body in North India. Univ of California 
Press, 2000. 

Lamb, S. 2014. Permanent Personhood or Meaningful Decline? Toward a Critical Anthropology of 
Successful Aging. Journal of Aging Studies 29: 41–52. 

Rowe, J, and R. Kahn. 1997. Successful Aging. The Gerontologist 37(4): 433–40. 

Rowe, J., and R. Kahn. 1998. Successful Aging. New York: Dell Publishing. 

Snowdon, D. 2001. Aging with Grace. New York: Bantam Books. 


