Social Status of Older Adults Across Countries: A Test of Cowgill's Theory

Maksim Rudnev (HSE University), C.-Melanie Vauclair (ISCTE-IUL)

Social status can be defined as a hierarchical position of social group in society, their social prestige as perceived by members of the society, to a certain degree consensual. There is abundant evidence on cross-country differences in social status of older adults. The classic explanation of these differences tracks back to Cowgill and Holmes’ theory (Cowgill, 1974). They suggested that the modern development of a society leads to decrease of older adults’ social status. Cowgill’s modernization theory stipulates that older people’s social status is lower in societies with higher societal modernization. The few existing studies reveal conflicting results showing either negative or positive associations. The current study follows up seminal cross-national research on the perceived social status of people in their 70s (PSS70) in a diverse set of countries. PSS70 was defined as the relative status of people in their 70s compared to people in their 40s as perceived by the general population. Data were obtained by the World Values Survey (2010 to 2014) and included 76,026 respondents from 58 countries, and from European Social Survey (2008 to 2009) including 52,820 respondents from 27 countries.
Multilevel regressions demonstrated that the level of modernization had a large and negative effect on the PSS70 but mostly due to one component, namely the share of older people in society. The associations were more complex when considering cultural zones of which two stood out. Irrespective of level of modernization, Muslim countries showed higher and Postcommunist countries showed lower PSS70. In Muslim countries modernization had a near-zero effect, whereas it was strongly negative in Postcommunist countries. Moreover, at the individual level, only in Postcommunist countries PSS70 decreased with respondent’s age.
These results generally support Cowgill’s theory showing that the effect of modernization is driven by the share of older people in these countries as well as Muslim and Postcommunist cultural zones specifics. Given the results, we suggest a model of “diminishing marginal utility” of older adults for society.
We suggest that the low status of older adults in the Postcommunist countries was caused by the social and economic transformations that followed the fall of the Communist rule, which led the older generation to losing of its human capital, and then exacerbated by the ageist legacy of the Soviet industrialist ideology. Finally, we propose that disproportionally high status of older adults in Muslim cultural zone and apparent lack of effect of modernization is due to a combination of its population’s high level of religiosity as well as specifics of Islam. 
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