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In the field of gerontology and life-span developmental psychology, Successful Aging: Perspectives
from the Behavioral Sciences, edited by Paul B. Baltes and Margret M. Baltes (1990), remains a seminal
and highly cited volume. Bringing together leading scholars in psychology, public health, and
behavioral science, the editors present a rich, empirically grounded, and theoretically robust
exploration of what it means to age successfully. Rather than viewing aging as a period of inevitable
decline, the volume presents aging as a dynamic, adaptive process that can be marked by sustained
subjective well-being, continued psychological development, and even personal growth.

The SOC Model: A Framework for Lifelong Adaptation

At the center of the book is the influential Selective Optimization with Compensation (SOC) model
developed by the editors. This triadic framework posits that successful aging involves three core
processes: selection of personally meaningful goals, optimization of available resources to achieve
those goals, and compensation for age-related losses in function (Baltes & Baltes, 1990). Rather than
resisting change, older adults are encouraged to adapt intentionally by narrowing their pursuits and
deploying their strengths efficiently (Rahman, Hossain, et al., 2025).

Numerous chapters apply or expand upon this model. For example, Schaie’s discussion of cognitive
development illustrates that cognitive flexibility can persist into old age when environments support
intellectual engagement (Schaie, 1990). Baltes and Mayer’s chapter further supports this with data
showing that cognitive and psychological adaptability are vital predictors of quality aging across
different cultural contexts.
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Emotional Regulation and Subjective Well-Being

A particularly compelling strength of the volume is its exploration of subjective well-being in late life.
Carstensen and colleagues draw on socioemotional selectivity theory to explain why many older adults
report higher levels of emotional satisfaction compared to younger cohorts. With age, individuals
prioritize emotionally meaningful goals and relationships, leading to improved emotional regulation
(Carstensen, 1990).

This view is echoed across several contributions that examine the emotional, cognitive, and
personality-based resources that contribute to life satisfaction. Notably, Baltes and Baltes (1990)
emphasize that subjective well-being in old age is not the absence of decline but rather the successful
management of limitations through psychosocial resilience and resourceful adaptation.

Contextual Factors and Policy Implications

The editors also stress the contextual nature of successful aging. While individual strategies such as
those captured in the SOC model are central, contributors like Poon and colleagues (1990)
demonstrate how institutional supports ranging from healthcare access to social inclusion—are
necessary to sustain well-being in aging populations. The book thus argues that successful aging
should be understood as the product of a dynamicinteraction between individual agency and enabling
environments (Hossen, 2023).

This systems-level perspective is especially important for those working in public health and policy.
The editors conclude by emphasizing the need for societal structures that support lifelong
development and recognize the heterogeneity of the aging experience.

Conclusion

Successful Aging: Perspectives from the Behavioral Sciences continues to be a landmark contribution
to the study of aging. It successfully bridges psychological theory, empirical research, and real-world
application. For students, it provides a solid grounding in life-span theory and gerontological
principles. For teachers and scholars, it offers models and data suitable for instruction and further
research. For older adults and practitioners, it provides an empowering framework that underscores
the possibility of growth and well-being in later life.

In an age of rapidly aging populations and increasing longevity, the insights offered by this volume
remain timely and relevant. Aging, as portrayed in this work, is not a passive process but one of active
engagement, strategic adjustment, and resilient adaptation a message of great value across academic,
professional, and public domains.
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