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The Social Capital of Mature Adulthood

The social capital contained within older populations is a considerable 
resource that lies largely unused and, as such, exemplifies a societal 
failure to adapt to changing circumstances. Currently, the perception of 
older adults’ potential contributions to society is changing rapidly.1 A 
number of factors have contributed to this, including the expectations of 
older adults themselves and their direct and indirect economic 
contribution that goes beyond demographic change to embrace social 
and behavioral change. 

Engaging with these positive contributions will require efforts to: create 
an ethic that recognizes older workers are in fact capital to be leveraged; 
instill in older workers a recognition that they are vital and have much to 
offer; stimulate a societal appetite to employ and educate older adults; 
and envision a new cultural paradigm for a productive life.2 Later life is 
often erroneously assumed to describe a state of continuous decline. 
However, proprietary research done in 2010 for Home Instead Care 
showed that 62% of men over 85 report no limitations to daily living. 
Among the educated and affluent, the picture improves even more.

Further, there is little evidence that younger generations resent the 
continued participation of older adults. The Marist Poll Organization 
discovered that 60% each of the Millennial and X Generations are not 
worried about older workers not retiring from their jobs. In fact, 62% and 
65% of these two groups, respectively, felt that they should be 
encouraged to continue working as they reach retirement age. In 
addition, because mature adults have often been freed from the care of 
dependent children, they may be an especially good resource. Positive 
changes that occur in social skills may make them particularly well 
suited for jobs that require social connection.

Confronting the Myths of Lifelong Learning and Development 

Myths and stereotypes about older people contribute to widespread 
pessimism about ageing societies.3 This pessimism can be reinforced 
by researchers and policy-makers who are influenced by these same 
preconceptions in the way they describe and respond to ageing trends. 
For example, the US Federal Interagency Forum on Ageing-Related 
Statistics recently reported that in the US, 42% of people over 65 have at 
least one functional limitation.4 This statement reinforces perceptions 
that older people are a burden and need support. 

When described in this way, this information might lead to the 
development of more effective systems of care, or even better, health 
promotion. However, if viewed another way, this data indicates that the 
other 58% are not functionally disabled. If presented from this 
perspective, the information may lead policy-makers to consider ways of 
ensuring that older people can continue to participate in and contribute 
to society. 

Underutilizing talented, able and willing citizens is bad for older people 
and for societies. For example, consider cognitive functioning. 
Behavioural scientists have characterized cognitive decline with 
considerable precision. Changes begin in the early 20s, and continue at 
roughly the same rate into the 80s, 90s and 100s, and the balance in 
strength changes from information processing to the deployment of 
accrued knowledge.5 Nonetheless, in the absence of dementia, 
age-related changes in cognition do not prevent people from learning, 
nor do they significantly cloud thinking. 
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That the world’s population is ageing is by now well known. What is less 
well recognized is that this constitutes a cultural as well as a 
demographic phenomenon. Perceptions of older adults, particularly in 
the mature economies, are often negative. Older adults are seen as a 
burden on society, rather than an achievement. This view ignores the 
social capital held by older adults – accrued knowledge and experience, 
understanding of the ways things interact with each other, and an ability 
to place single events in their wider perspective. 

Given the right environment, including access to updated skills through 
lifelong learning and to age-friendly environments, older adults can 
contribute to innovations that will be necessary as societies learn to 
adapt. These abilities are often different in degree – rather than less 
valuable – to those of younger people, yet involve important skills in a 
world where seemingly different elements of a problem interconnect.

This chapter outlines the new but growing response to adult ageing that 
identifies ways of releasing the social capital made available by having 
more people with longer lives. Society needs to first address two major 
challenges if it is to fully capitalize on the social capital, learning and 
innovation provoked by ageing populations: first, how to tap into a 
source of accrued social investment that is currently largely unused; and 
second, how to recognize that the process of adaptation – a hallmark of 
the ageing process – is itself a significant source of innovation and of 
business opportunity. 

The social capital of older adults is often unrecognized, yet represents a 
reservoir of accrued investment that has yet to be fully drawn upon. The 
maintenance and germination of this form of capital depends upon a 
positive relationship between lifelong learning, social innovation and 
adaptation. It also requires recognizing areas in which older adults have 
specific skills and aptitudes. The role of negative social attitudes in 
inhibiting the utilization of accrued capital would also be an important 
consideration as would be the recognition that successful utilization 
depends upon intergenerational negotiation. One of the most important 
social innovations – learning to live in an age-diverse world – would have 
many productive spinoffs in such arenas as design, retail, workforce 
participation, cultural adaptation and getting the balance right between 
continuity and change. 
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Far less attention is paid to components of cognitive processing that are 
not characterized by trajectories of decline. Not all types of memory 
decline. For example procedural memory, or memory of how to do 
things such as ride a bike or type on a computer keyboard, is barely 
affected, if at all, by ageing. Even though new learning is somewhat 
degraded, learning continues over the years. Knowledge and expertise 
in specialized areas continue to improve over time. Vocabulary and 
cultural acumen tend to increase well into old age.6 People over age 50 
are also more informed about politics and world affairs than are younger 
people.7 

Motivation and emotion change with age as well, and changes in these 
domains afford greater stability and composure.8 In youth, when the 
future is typically perceived as vast and uncertain, people are motivated 
to expand their horizons, acquire information and prepare for all sorts of 
possibilities. As people age, motivation shifts. They become more 
interested in investing in the people and projects that matter most to 
them. There is a desire to make a difference, using acquired expertise. 

In the absence of disease, learning continues throughout life. 
Generational intelligence, or the ability to put oneself in the place of other 
age groups and to negotiate difficult interpersonal situations, increases.9 
Further, the experience of emotion changes, in part because of these 
motivational changes. Mature adults are more likely to let small problems 
go, so they can be better at solving emotional conflicts.

How do these changes affect work performance? Meta-analyses of the 
existing literature comparing older and younger workers show very little 
evidence for declines in productivity or performance.10 True, existing 
studies focus on relatively “young” older workers. But by and large, work 
performance is well maintained. Further, working into mature age has 
been shown to be a win-win situation, with mature workers continuing to 
improve their cognitive functioning. Older workers are more collaborative 
and often use better judgment. Especially when work holds emotional 
significance, older people take remarkable initiative. 

In Japan, for example, hundreds of elderly people stepped forward to 
work at the Fukushima nuclear reactor plants. They maintained that 
long-term cancer risks and potential loss of fertility were not issues for 
them, given their age. Their emotional resilience in the face of the recent 
disaster is offering practical solutions and generating great national 
pride.

These patterns present numerous workforce opportunities. Some 
businesses have sought older workers when this demographic could 
offer the best skills and experience for the jobs at hand. For example, 
Home Instead Senior Care (2011), a leading international provider of 
in-home care to older adults, employs more than 20,000 caregivers who 
are at least 60 years old. With increasing international concern about the 
availability of an aged-care workforce, older workers are becoming an 
asset. 11 

This type of business-related social innovation has the potential to 
become a self-perpetuating phenomenon. As older employees stay in 
the workforce longer, they may help shape the work-related attitudes of 
their younger colleagues, who themselves represent future generations 
of older workers.

An Adaptive Approach to Lifelong Learning

An adaptive approach to lifelong learning means that we now need models 
that place revolving doors in universities, offering sabbaticals to workers 
throughout life for retraining or for pursuing new skills for the same job. Part 
of this adaptation will need to concentrate on aptitudes that may be 
enhanced with maturity, such as big-picture thinking, attitudes to risk 
taking, cultural know-how, negotiation and social skills, and awareness of 
the effects of change over time and of cultural continuity. 

There are at least three issues involved here. First, the training needs of 
older adults tend to be overlooked, in the mistaken belief that their ability 
to learn has been significantly reduced.12 Second, by recognizing the 
accumulated knowledge, experience and continued ability to learn of 
those who are in mature adulthood, accumulated social capital can be 
used more effectively.13 14 Third, learning needs to be tailored to the life 
priorities and thought processes of older adults and to working in 
intergenerational contexts.15 

Formal training is one component of this, but it also requires an “ethic” 
which has a bias for optimizing and developing lifelong learning. Social 
capital is both an explicit (skill and knowledge accrual) and implicit 
(cultural and adaptation experience) source of accrued investment. It 
requires training and continual updating for its value to be fully realized. 

Social Innovation for and by an Ageing Population

As people begin to plan for a long life and businesses need to attract 
older workers, these forces will themselves become a motor for 
innovation and the creation of new social relationships. Social innovation 
can occur for older adults and by older adults. An ageing population 
offers novel design and product opportunities, in marketing redesigned 
products to fit the demands of mature customers,16 creating age-friendly 
environments17 in the use of information technologies,18 and changing 
workplace design, such as in the BMW production line programme.19 
Older adults often engage in second, or encore, careers and may be an 
important source of small- and medium-size business innovation.20 

The innovative step is to discover or recognize social roles that can 
accommodate activities that will work intergenerationally, be in harmony 
with changing life course capabilities and contribute to productive social 
engagement.21 And this may play an important role in achieving 
sustainable workability for an ageing yet intergenerational work 
environment.22 

To capitalize fully on the capabilities outlined above, new models of 
lifelong work practices that prioritize flexibility are becoming increasingly 
popular. Accepting that older workers have unique strengths that can be 
capitalized in the right environment leads to workplace adaptation, 
rethinking disincentives and incentives to further contribution, breaking 
stereotypes and negotiating. Shared intergenerational outcomes are 
becoming increasingly important sources of innovative adaptation for an 
ageing society. With their maturity, perspective and experience, older 
adults can make their contributions in thought, feeling and social skills 
and in ways less dependent on physical activity – in line with business 
innovation and knowledge-based economies.

Below, we outline a virtuous circle that taps the reservoir of accrued 
social capital, channeled by lifelong learning, and allows new and 
effective adaptations to grow. The circle is virtuous because it generates 
social innovation and sustains the continuing germination, development 
and release of social capital.

Here, social capital provides a wider vision of the productive contribution 
of older adults. It recognizes both the diverse contributions of different 
age groups and the work that goes into sustaining a viable social fabric 
necessary for sustainable economic engagement.
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Conclusion

Demographic change will have an influence that is widespread and will 
challenge many assumptions about the contributions of older adults. It 
will affect processes of production, consumption and the environment in 
which we all live and work. If societies are to adapt, steps will need to be 
taken to release the social capital that is locked up in their older citizens. 
This potential would include the application of accrued social and 
emotional intelligence, an understanding of the ways things interact with 
each other and an ability to place single events in their wider 
perspective. 

Given access to updated skills through lifelong learning and through 
age-friendly design, older adults can contribute to new forms of adaptive 
innovation. In fact, a combination of lifelong learning and social 
adaptation can drive innovation. It leads to a virtuous circle, releasing 
further social capital in a way that is imminently suited to a world needing 
new ways to interconnect.

 

Endnotes

1 Biggs, S. (2005) Beyond appearances: perspectives on identity in later life and some implications 
for method. J Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci, 69(B), 118-27.

2 Hogan, P. (2011) Global Aging: Ideas for Lifelong Living and Social Innovation. Available at http://
championsforaging.org/2011/07/global-aging-ideas-for-lifelong-learning-and-social-innovation/. 

3 Carstensen, L.L. (2011) A long bright future: Health, Happiness and Financial Security in an Age of 
Increased Longevity. New York: Public Affairs Press.

4 Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics. (2008). Older Americans 2008: Key 
indicators of wellbeing . Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

5 Salthouse, T. A. (2010) Major issues in cognitive aging. New York: Oxford University Press.

6 Schaie, K. W. (1994) The course of adult intellectual development. American Psychologist, 49, 
304-313.

7 Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. (2007) What Americans Know, 1989-2007: 
Public knowledge of current affairs and information revolutions. Washington, DC: Pew.

8 Carstensen, L.L. (2006) The influence of a sense of time on human development. Science, 312, 
1913-1915.

9 Biggs, S. & Lowenstein, A. (2011) Generational Intelligence: a critical approach to age relations. 
London: Routledge.

10 Waldman, D. A., & Avolio, B. J. (1986) A meta-analysis of age differences in job performance. 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 71, 33-38.

11 Hogan, P. (2011) Global Aging: Ideas for Lifelong Living and Social Innovation. Available at http://
championsforaging.org/2011/07/global-aging-ideas-for-lifelong-learning-and-social-innovation/

12 Chartered Institute for Personnel Development & Trades Union Congress (2011) Managing Age. 
London: CIPD.

13 Experience Corps. (2011) About Us. Available at: http://www.experiencecorps.org/about_us/
about_us.cfm

14 Employers Forum on Ageing. (2011) About Us. Available at: http://www.enei.org.uk/pages/
about-us.html

15 Biggs, S. (2005) Beyond appearances: perspectives on identity in later life and some implications 
for method. J Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci, 69(B), 118-27.

16 Kolbacher, F. & Herstatt, C. (2008) The Silver Market Phenomenon: business opportunities in an 
era of demographic change. New York: Springer.

17 World Health Organization. (2010) Age Friendly Environments programme. Available at: http://
www.who.int/ageing/age_friendly_cities/en/index.html

18 Wang,A., Lindeman, D., Steinmetz, V. & Redington,L. (2011) Technology adoption and diffusion 
for older adults. Ageing International, 36(1/2). 

19 Loch, C. H., Sting, F. J., Bauer, N., & Mauermann, H. (2010) How BMW is defusing the 
demographic time bomb. Harvard Business Review, March, 99-102.

20 AARP (2011) http://www.aarp.org/

21 Biggs, S. & Lowenstein, A. (2011) Generational Intelligence: a critical approach to age relations. 
London: Routledge.

22 Ilmarinen J,& Tuomi K (2004) Past, present and future of work ability. Finnish Institute of 
Occupational Health, People and Work Research Reports, 65, 1-25.

23 Eurofound. (2011) About Eurofound. European Foundation for the Improvement of Living & 
Working Conditions. Available at: http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/about/index.htm

24 Experience Corps. (2011) About Us. Available at: http://www.experiencecorps.org/about_us/
about_us.cfm

25 AARP. (2011) http://www.aarp.org/

26 Employers Forum on Ageing. (2011) About Us. Available at: http://www.enei.org.uk/pages/
about-us.html

Figure 1: A virtuous circle relationship between social capital, learning, 
adaptation and innovation

In this model, social capital is unlocked via appropriate learning and 
education. This unlocking allows adaptation to take place, both for 
mature-age workers and between generations, so that the best mix of 
age groups for a collective task can be found. Adaptation would result in 
the two forms of social innovation described in this chapter: innovation 
by mature adults and by a society friendly to all ages. 

•	 Social capital refers to accrued content (such as knowledge and 
information), process (understanding of the ways things interact), 
and experience (placing single events in a wider perspective). 

•	 Lifelong learning refers to the models or ways in which knowledge 
and skills are communicated, the environments (where and at what 
time) that foster age-friendly accessibility, and the institutional 
adaptation to the “stretched life course” where work, learning and 
self-development extend across a longer, fitter life.

•	 Social innovation includes the adaptations that are provoked by a 
changing demographic landscape. It can include innovative activities 
by older adults themselves, business and service innovation to meet 
newly identified needs, and innovation provoked through the 
meeting of shared generational goals.

•	 Adaptation – keeping up with changing demographics and ageing 
identities – requires a change in ageist attitudes, the development of 
age-friendly (including intergenerationally) cultures, and redesign of 
large areas of commerce, workplaces and the built environment.

A number of organizations are beginning to collect examples of the use 
of the social capital of older adults. Arguments for and particular 
instances of age-diverse workforces and intergenerational innovation 
can be found at the websites of Eurofound, Experience Corps, the 
AARP and Employers Forum on Ageing cited in this chapter’s reference 
section.23242526
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