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inequalities in later life

Abstract 

Purpose. This article proposes the concept of relative social ageing to provide a sociological 

framework for understanding how ageing processes are shaped by social contexts and inequalities 

rather than chronological age alone.

Design/methodology/approach. The paper develops a conceptual framework based on a narrative 

review of sociological and gerontological literature on ageing, inequality and the life course. The 

approach synthesises key theoretical contributions in order to articulate a relational understanding 

of ageing trajectories.

Findings. The concept of relative social ageing highlights how ageing experiences are structured 

by social position, institutional arrangements and relational environments. This perspective 

challenges individualised and biomedicalised understandings of ageing and emphasises the role 

of social determinants in shaping later life outcomes.

Originality. By introducing the concept of relative social ageing, this article contributes to 

sociological debates on ageing and inequality and provides a conceptual tool for analysing 

variations in ageing experiences across different social contexts.

Keywords:  ageing; social ageing; social inequalities; life course; gerontology; social 

determinants; ageing theory; later life

Introduction

Population aging has emerged as a global challenge of the highest magnitude, carrying 

profound implications for social, economic, and public health systems (Sempere-Souvannavong 

et al., 2020). The World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) predicts that by 2030, one in six 

people globally will be aged 60 or older, representing an increase of 400 million in just a decade. 
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By 2050, this figure will double, reaching 2.1 billion, posing significant challenges to the capacity 

of current healthcare, pension, and social service systems (WHO, 2022). This phenomenon affects 

not only developed countries but also developing nations, with its implications varying based on 

factors such as gender, social class, and ethnicity (Cutchin and Rowles, 2024).

Aging is not merely a demographic shift; it also represents a transformation in the 

cultural and social conception of this stage of life (Hasworth and Cannon, 2015). Collective 

perceptions of aging directly influence policy-making and the way older individuals are integrated 

into society (Löckenhoff et al., 2009). Historically, aging has been conceptualized in diverse 

ways, often marked by ambivalence between reverence for experience and wisdom, and rejection 

or fear of the proximity to death (Tamas et al., 2016). This duality is evident in ancient 

civilizations, such as the Egyptian and Greek, where elders were both respected for their 

knowledge but also avoided or marginalized due to their closeness to life's end. In Classical 

Greece, while philosophers like Plato viewed old age as a period of liberation from youthful 

passions (Plato, 2009), Aristotle described it as a phase of natural decline and illness (Aristotle, 

2000).

In recent centuries, aging has been shaped by socio-economic and political factors, 

which have determined the status and living conditions of older people (Walker and Maltby, 

2012). From the Middle Ages, when the older adults were often relegated to charity or dependent 

on family support, to the Industrial Revolution, which introduced new problems related to labour 

obsolescence and economic marginalization, societies have struggled to balance respect for the 

experience of the older adults with the need to adapt to the demands of a younger workforce 

(Martínez et al., 2002). In this context, the Contemporary Age has witnessed a profound shift in 

the perception of aging, marked by the emergence of social security and pension systems which, 

while improving living conditions for the older adults, have also created new challenges related 

to the sustainability of these systems in the face of accelerated population aging (Jarzebski et al., 

2021).

Aging, therefore, cannot be understood as a uniform phase of life, but rather as a dynamic 

stage that reflects the historical, social, and economic conditions of each era (Kazez, 2023). 

Page 2 of 22Working with Older People

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



W
orking with Older People

Today, with global life expectancy on the rise, the challenges associated with aging have acquired 

a new dimension (Ken and Fiona, 2023). It is no longer merely a question of ensuring that older 

individuals have access to sufficient resources, but also of guaranteeing that their quality of life 

is maintained by promoting active aging, which fosters social participation, autonomy, and 

psychological well-being (Faber, 2015). This vision contrasts with historical conceptions where 

aging was primarily seen as a stage of retirement and dependence (Thane, 2020).

In this context, the concept of active aging proposed by the WHO (2002) suggests an 

approach centred on the promotion of health, participation, and security across all stages of life. 

As the proportion of older adults increases, public policies must adapt to provide more integrated 

responses that not only address physical needs, but also consider the social, psychological, and 

cultural aspects of aging (Zittoun and Baucal, 2021). This approach recognises that older people 

are not a homogeneous group, but that their experiences of aging are shaped by factors such as 

gender, social class, education, and the environments in which they live (Hughes and Touron, 

2021).

Moreover, aging raises fundamental questions about intergenerationality and social 

solidarity (Albertini, 2016). Contemporary societies must face the challenge of meaningfully 

integrating older adults, not merely as recipients of care, but as active contributors to social and 

economic development (Galenkamp and Deeg, 2016; Pin and Spini, 2016). In this regard, 

advances in Medicine and Information and Communication Technologies offer new opportunities 

to improve the quality of life for older individuals, enabling greater autonomy and more active 

participation in their communities (Falzarano, 2023).

Since the earliest human societies, where older individuals were revered for their 

wisdom, to the current emphasis on active aging, attitudes towards old age have been in constant 

evolution. This historical analysis allows us to understand how societies have managed the 

challenges associated with aging and how these lessons can be applied to address the current 

implications of demographic change. Ultimately, the study of aging not only involves 

understanding demographic trends, but also addressing the dynamic relationship between older 
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adults and the societies that host them, with the aim of promoting dignified, healthy, and socially 

integrated aging in the 21st century (Sobantu, 2021).

The overarching objective of this analysis is to propose a transdisciplinary approach to 

address aging, emphasizing the importance of considering not only the biological, psychological, 

and social factors intrinsic to older individuals, but also the extrinsic aspects related to their social 

environment. It is important to highlight that aging must be understood as a complex phenomenon 

that demands new techniques and theoretical frameworks to better comprehend the diversity and 

heterogeneity within this group. Furthermore, this work proposes a novel approach to aging, 

arguing that not only factors such as age and biopsychosocial elements influence the experience 

of aging, but also that the social context and public policies play a key role in shaping this 

experience. Through this analysis, the aim is not merely to reaffirm known influences, but to 

expand the conceptual framework to incorporate less-explored dynamics, offering a deeper and 

more nuanced understanding of how the sociopolitical environment shapes the experiences of 

older individuals.

The methodology of this work is based on an extensive literature review, which has 

facilitated a reflection on the theoretical and methodological challenges posed by aging, delving 

into the significance that this approach can have in gerontology by considering its heterogeneity.

Method

This study employs a theoretical-analytical approach based on a critical review of the 

scientific literature and an analysis of previous conceptual frameworks on aging. This approach 

allows for the integration of both historical and contemporary perspectives on aging from an 

intersectional viewpoint, which considers multiple identities and social factors. The objective is 

to develop an updated conceptual framework that addresses the sociocultural, biological, and 

psychological dynamics involved in the aging process. The study is grounded in the hypothesis 

that aging is not merely a function of biopsychosocial factors and chronological age, but is 

profoundly mediated by the dynamic interaction between local and global public policies, changes 
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in social structures, and the degree of inclusion in intergenerational networks. These factors, in 

combination, may accelerate, decelerate, or alter perceptions of aging, creating a form of 

"relative" social aging that varies significantly according to sociopolitical and cultural contexts.

The first phase involved a comprehensive review of the specialized literature on aging, 

with a particular focus on studies that approach aging from intersectional perspectives, identifying 

the most relevant theoretical models from a multidisciplinary standpoint. The review drew on 

academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed) and key sources such as scientific 

articles, reports from international organizations (WHO, UN), and specialized books. The 

inclusion criteria for texts were based on their theoretical relevance and empirical contribution to 

the study of aging from social, biological, and gerontological sciences.

To organize this phase, a narrative review technique was applied, which facilitated the 

identification of conceptual gaps and areas of opportunity within existing frameworks. Recent 

research (2010-2024) was prioritized, along with classic reference studies on the topic (Rowe and 

Kahn, 1997; Baltes and Baltes, 1990). This process enabled the synthesis of the main theoretical 

approaches and the structuring of a critical analysis of each, focusing on their applicability and 

limitations in contemporary contexts.

Following the literature review, a comparative analysis was conducted on the main 

theoretical frameworks that have dominated the field of aging studies. These include biomedical 

models (Cumming and Henry, 1961), psychosocial models (Erikson, 1950), and ecological 

models (Lawton and Nahemow, 1973), as well as contemporary theories that integrate active 

aging and healthy longevity (WHO, 2002).

The strengths and weaknesses of each model were identified using criteria such as 

explanatory power, internal coherence, and applicability across diverse contexts. A deductive 

methodological approach was employed, enabling a comparison of these models based on their 

efficacy in capturing the complexities of 21st-century aging, taking into account factors such as 

climate change, emerging technologies, and global demographic dynamics.

The conceptual framework design phase was structured around the integration of prior 

findings. A new conceptual structure was developed, grouping four key dimensions of aging: 
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physical and mental health, psychological well-being, the social and environmental context, and 

cultural capital. This new framework adopts a multidimensional and contextualized approach, 

recognizing that aging is not a linear process but a dynamic one, situated within sociocultural 

interactions.

The design was based on the principles of complexity and transdisciplinarity, ensuring 

that the model is applicable in both academic research and public policy formulation. Each 

dimension was defined and operationalized based on scientific literature and validated through 

discussions with experts in the field of aging.

Finally, the theoretical validation of the conceptual framework was carried out through 

the triangulation of theoretical sources and a critical discussion. This methodological approach 

has enabled the construction of an updated theoretical framework, tailored to the contemporary 

challenges of aging and with significant potential for generating future empirical research.

Results

To understand the concept of aging today, it is necessary to undertake a conceptual 

approach, as we will see that there is a wide range of perspectives and definitions. From a 

biological standpoint, aging can be defined as the result of accumulated molecular and cellular 

damage over time, leading to a gradual decline in physical and mental capacities, an increased 

risk of disease, and, ultimately, death (WHO, 2022). However, this biological process is not 

uniform and can be influenced by socioeconomic and environmental factors, which are 

interrelated with gender, ethnicity, and social class (Sgarbieri and Bertoldo, 2017). For decades 

now, aging has ceased to be identified solely as a sum of physical and/or bodily changes, evolving 

into something far more complex, involving significant changes in behavior, attitude, and 

adaptation. These shifts have shaped the biopsychosocial approach to the phenomenon (Meier-

Ruge, 1993; Fayos, 2003).

This initial distinction between the biological and psychosocial aspects of aging was first 

developed by Birren (1959), who began linking psychological and social aspects with health-
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related factors, a concept that today is understood as healthy aging, and broadly, well-being. 

Birren’s early division not only facilitates the identification of primary aging, linked to organic 

or biological processes, and secondary aging, associated with psychological and social factors 

(Birren, 1964), but also reflects a paradigm shift toward a dual understanding of aging. This 

approach transcends the mere distinction between biology and psychology, integrating organic 

(objective) age and perceived (subjective) age, emphasizing the dynamic interaction between 

biological processes and individual experiences in shaping the aging process (Gallardo-Peralta 

and Sánchez-Moreno, 2021).

Given the variety of objective and subjective elements inherent in the concept of aging, 

it is understandable that various authors have begun referring to it as a polysemic element, with 

as many meanings, perspectives, and approaches as there are individuals experiencing aging in 

the world (Tamer, 2008). This brings us closer to recognizing aging as a plural and diverse 

phenomenon.

Given the wide range of aspects related to the phenomenon of aging, the focus has shifted 

towards studying its causes and effects, leading to what is now known as the theories of aging 

(Miquel, 2006). Due to the multifactorial and multicausal nature of the aging process, it is highly 

challenging for a single theory to answer all the questions and explain the processes involved in 

this stage of life (Bengtson et al., 2009). Consequently, there is currently a broad spectrum of 

theories, depending on the discipline or the particular process under analysis. In fact, a review 

conducted by Medvedev (1990) indicated that over 300 aging theories existed at that time, and 

this number has only grown in the three decades since, with advances in gerontological research.

One of the leading scholars who has analyzed these theories, while simplifying the 

dilemma posed by the diversity of approaches to aging, is Fernández-Ballesteros (2000). In her 

reference work, “Social Gerontology”, she categorizes biological, psychological, and social 

theories that address this vital stage.

Biological theories of aging typically refer to the progressive inability of the human body 

to maintain homeostasis as it ages (Kirkwood, 2005), or, in other words, the body's decreasing 

ability to maintain internal stability necessary for proper functioning. Fernández-Ballesteros 
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(2000) posits that a fundamental concept shared by all biological theories of aging is the notion 

that individuals pass through three essential stages of development: growth and development, 

maturity, and a final stage of involution and decline. It is this final phase where most biological 

aging theories concentrate, seeking to explain the many changes and processes that individuals 

experience at this point in life. Another significant aspect of this perspective on aging is the 

distinction between external and internal factors that drive these changes (González, 2010).

Key biological theories in this analysis include, firstly, genetic theories, which suggest 

that species, including humans, have a set lifespan, with a limit to life expectancy for each (Finch 

and Austad, 2001). Secondly, cellular theories, based on the principle that cells do not replicate 

indefinitely, leading to the destabilization or dysfunction of chromosomes, which in turn causes 

the aging process as we understand it (Hayflick, 1965). Thirdly, systemic theories, which identify 

aging as the result of the deterioration of key systems vital to human development, such as the 

nervous, endocrine, or immune systems (López-Otín et al., 2013). Finally, theories of biological 

life events posit that the accumulation of biological life events leads to changes in the individual, 

their aging, and ultimately, death (Fernández-Ballesteros, 2000).

As can be observed, biological theories of aging are profoundly influenced by the 

inherent organic changes that occur simply as a consequence of being born, applicable to humans 

as well as all other living beings, except in cases of mortality. Each of the developed theories 

traces the origins of aging to various aspects; however, they all converge on a certain pre-

established component, which can logically be accentuated or attenuated by external factors, thus 

determining the decline of biological functions in living organisms.

It is noteworthy that, while biological theories predominantly focus on organic 

processes, recent research indicates that socioeconomic factors may accelerate or decelerate these 

biological processes. For instance, populations residing in impoverished environments may 

experience accelerated biological aging due to prolonged exposure to stress and adverse living 

conditions (Sgarbieri and Bertoldo, 2017).

Regarding psychological theories of aging, although Fernández-Ballesteros (2000) 

posits that no singular theory adequately explains the phenomenon as such, it is evident that these 
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theories possess a significant descriptive component concerning the psychological aspects 

associated with aging processes. González (2010) asserts that numerous elements related to an 

individual's development—and consequently to aging—affect their psyche. These include critical 

issues such as the loss of cognitive, sensory, and perceptual functions, the deterioration of 

memory—one of the most extensively studied aspects in gerontology—the impairment of certain 

basic senses, and limitations in performing activities previously undertaken, among others. 

Furthermore, it is important to emphasize that cultural expectations and gender roles may 

influence how older individuals perceive and experience these psychological changes (Carmel, 

2019).

Thus, when discussing psychological theories of aging, one can highlight developmental 

theories, which are situated within a life context characterized by a series of stages that shape an 

individual's psyche, potentially extending up to eight distinct phases (Erikson, 1950). The life 

cycle approach expands upon the previous theories and allows for a much more variable series of 

phases than those proposed by earlier frameworks, notably exemplified in the work of Baltes 

(1987). 

The activity theory posits that greater levels of activity correlate with healthier aging, a 

concept that is undeniably fundamental to our current understanding of aging (Havighurst, 1961). 

Alternatively, continuity theory views aging not as an additional stage but rather as a continuous 

phase connected to adulthood (Birren and Schaie, 1996).

In all these stages, significant elements such as experience, preparation for the 

assumption of certain roles, activity, and the holistic perspective of the life cycle as a composite 

of changes and adaptations play a crucial role. This perspective offers a new conception of aging 

wherein, in contrast to biological theories, the individual wields considerable agency over how 

their aging process will unfold and how subsequent stages will develop beyond their current 

experiences.

Concluding the biopsychosocial approach to aging are the social theories of aging, which 

are fundamental to the framework and development of this study. Social theories of aging seek to 

comprehend and predict how older individuals adapt within society (Alvarado and Salazar, 2014; 
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Carroll et al., 2003; Dannefer and Phillipson, 2010). According to these authors, the primary 

theories constituting this overarching category assert that the withdrawal of older individuals from 

social interaction is itself a form of natural adaptation. This phenomenon arises, as posited by the 

authors, from an increased focus on the individual’s self, resulting in diminished interest in 

surrounding individuals and, consequently, generating a reduction in interaction that could be 

categorized as voluntary.

It is noteworthy that most aging theories originate from the social sciences, particularly 

from Sociology, and are fundamentally inspired by symbolic interactionism, which understands 

behaviour as the result of social interaction among individuals (Blumer, 1969; Mead et al., 2015). 

Among the various theories developed from this perspective, the disengagement theory 

(Cumming and Henry, 1961) stands out. This theory posits that as individuals age and enter the 

phase of aging, both the individuals and society at large begin to drift apart, leading to a decrease 

in the involvement of older adults in societal activities and, consequently, a reduction in their 

social interaction.

Additionally, there is the subculture theory, which positions older individuals as a 

specific social group that operates under a distinct set of behaviours, sharing characteristics 

inherent to the aging process among its members (Cohen, 1955; Robledo, 2016; Higgs and 

Gilleard, 2023). Furthermore, the modernization theory asserts that the roles and social changes 

assumed by older adults within a society are inversely proportional to the degree of 

industrialization within that society (Parsons, 1951).

From various social perspectives on aging, it becomes apparent that most of these 

theories are directly dependent on the individual. In essence, few of the theories directly consider 

extrinsic aspects of the individual that are also integral to the social environment. Consequently, 

it is crucial to consider how social structures influence the experience of aging. These theories 

emphasize that aging cannot be understood in isolation; familial dynamics, community support 

networks, and social institutions play a pivotal role in shaping how individuals experience and 

navigate their aging (Bengston et al., 2009; Turner, 2002).
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Moreover, factors such as access to healthcare services, social support, and community 

integration are essential determinants that can significantly affect the quality of life for older 

adults (Fernández-Portero et al., 2023; Raggi et al., 2016). In this regard, social structure not only 

provides the context within which individuals age but also shapes their opportunities and 

limitations, thereby affecting their overall well-being (Gilleard and Higgs, 2008). Therefore, it is 

imperative to broaden the analytical framework of aging theories by incorporating a perspective 

that acknowledges the interrelationship between the individual and the social structures that 

surround them.

This is a matter that will be addressed later; however, it cannot be overlooked that social 

intervention, both in the processes of aging and at a broader level, operates within social 

environments influenced by intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of the person, group, or community 

with which it engages (Luna-Chávez et al., 2021), as is typically highlighted when referring to 

the biological conception of aging.

Similarly, social theories often overlook how discrimination based on race, gender, or 

class may impact the social integration of older individuals (Alvarado and Salazar, 2014; Reid 

and Barlow, 2020), neglecting the fact that minority groups may face greater barriers to accessing 

resources and support networks.

As has been demonstrated, aging can be approached from various disciplines and 

theories in pursuit of understanding the causes, defining the processes, and anticipating aspects 

that may potentially develop during this vital phase. Aging theories, developed across different 

disciplines and predominantly framed within a biopsychosocial approach, employ their respective 

resources and tools to address this phenomenon, thereby establishing a rationale and coherence 

for the entire process. Consequently, the synthesis of all these theories, the diverse approaches 

cultivated, and the myriad disciplines involved in defining the processes of aging will contribute 

to the heterogeneity that currently characterizes the field of gerontology.

Discussion
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As we have observed, the approach to aging can be undertaken from various paradigms 

and theories, which generally focus on the biological, psychological, or social aspects. However, 

from a biopsychosocial standpoint, it is essential to move away from reductionism and rigid 

categorization, as these dimensions are part of an inseparable whole that must acknowledge that 

experiences of aging are not homogeneous, precisely because they are profoundly influenced by 

intersectional factors, as previously described.

Moreover, demographic and social changes necessitate new ways to approach this vital 

stage, incorporating aspects such as the management of new technologies (Sánchez et al., 2007), 

the imperative adaptation of various social and healthcare systems, and the current care 

framework (Office of Science and Technology of the Congress of Deputies, 2023), as well as a 

shift towards a transdisciplinary perspective on aging (Salech et al., 2020). This is particularly 

crucial at the social level, where the most recognised theories fail to address all the needs and 

particularities of such a heterogeneous group as that formed by older individuals.

Let us begin at the beginning. As can be inferred from the review of the available 

literature on the various approaches to this vital phase, the biopsychosocial conception of aging 

can be summarised as a compilation of the individual’s age—a condition sine qua non—

conditioned in turn by biological, psychological, and social factors that may exert varying degrees 

of influence depending on the individual’s life process and the axes of discrimination experienced. 

In other words, we are confronted with a constant, namely age, alongside variable conditioning 

factors—biological, psychological, and social—that will impact the development of the aging 

process, which could be represented in the following manner:

𝐴𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑔 =
𝐴𝑔𝑒

𝐵 + 𝑃 + 𝑆 𝐹𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑠

This "aging formula" is somewhat constrained by the current social diversity, an aspect 

that is not limiting but rather enriching, albeit complexifying, and which demands new techniques 

for approaching its reality. To illustrate this point, one can draw an analogy from physics: the 

classical formula for measuring speed, defined as distance divided by time, became obsolete when 
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measuring the speed of light, giving rise to what is now known as the theory of special relativity 

(Einstein, 1905). This paradigmatic shift exemplifies the concept of scientific revolution proposed 

by Kuhn (1962), who argues that as anomalies accumulate which cannot be explained by an 

existing theoretical framework, a radical transformation occurs in the understanding of the 

phenomenon in question. In the realm of social work as a social science, it is essential to adopt an 

open approach that allows for the review and adaptation of our theories and practices in response 

to the changing needs of society and new knowledge. This dynamic approach enables the 

development of more suitable models that effectively address contemporary challenges, such as 

population aging and the impact of climate change on vulnerable groups (Braveman and Gottlieb, 

2014; Morrow-Howell, 2010).

To advance in this evolution of the social conception of aging, the first step is to 

acknowledge the existence of intrinsic and extrinsic factors that determine the overall sum of each 

individual's aging process (Sgarbieri and Bertoldo, 2017). In this regard, when applying a social 

approach, it is common for the majority of social factors affecting aging to possess an intrinsic 

profile, that is, stemming from the individual’s own social configuration. Such factors include 

familial support (Castellano, 2014; Qureshi et al., 2023), social support (Garza-Sánchez and 

González-Tovar, 2018; Cordella and Poiani, 2021), or issues related to the individual's 

adaptability or learning capacity throughout their life cycle (Nikitin and Freund, 2018). As can be 

observed, all of this depends on the individual, their resources, and social capabilities, thus 

sidelining aspects related to the social environment that, as is well known from the perspective of 

Social Work, hold fundamental relevance in vital processes (Rosas, 2015).

Therefore, what will henceforth be identified as social environment factors will hold key 

relevance when conducting a study from a social perspective on aging. It is thus essential to 

consider extrinsic factors to the individual that are inherent to the social domain, such as public 

policies, the geographical context in which the individual is situated, various structures aimed at 

protection, gender inequalities, prevailing conceptions of aging, criteria for full accessibility to 

social development, and life expectancy, in order to carry out an adequate social analysis of this 

vital phase.
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It is fundamental to understand that, from a social standpoint, aging cannot solely depend 

on age and the intrinsic factors of the individual, as it requires a space—namely, extrinsic 

elements where the other factors develop, thereby influencing the individual's vital process. In 

this regard, continuing from the initial development, the theoretical proposal presented here as 

"Relative Social Aging" will depend on a constant—the age—along with a series of variables 

(biological, psychological, and social factors), and determinants, which are the extrinsic social 

environment factors that influence the aging process: 

𝑅𝑒𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑆𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 𝐴𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑔 = Age 
𝐵 + 𝑃 + 𝑆 𝐹𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑠

𝑆𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 𝐸𝑛𝑣𝑖𝑟𝑜𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐹𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑠

Thus, "Relative Social Ageing" understands that ageing is not only influenced by age 

and the various biopsychosocial processes inherent to this stage of life, but is also mediated by 

social and contextual structures—concepts that, while not entirely new, are often left unspoken, 

with the focus instead placed on purely intrinsic factors or those dependent on the individual. In 

this regard, the configuration of the social environment in which a person finds themselves acts 

not only as a backdrop to the ageing process but becomes a fundamental element that can either 

enhance or limit the resources available. These structures, which include aspects such as social 

support networks, public policies, and access to services, interact with individual factors, either 

augmenting or diminishing elements as crucial as those traditionally considered (Bourdieu, 1986). 

In this way, public policies related to protection or the promotion of autonomy, protective factors 

against ageing, or the broader societal perception of this life process can shape biopsychosocial 

aspects such as the presence or absence of diseases, the onset of syndromes commonly associated 

with ageing, or the formal and informal support networks available to an individual.

Conclusions

This article has analysed the principal conceptions of ageing, a theoretical field that 

continues to expand, underscoring the need for new ways of understanding ageing as a 

biopsychosocial and intersectional phenomenon in order to adequately address the diverse needs 
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of older adults. However, despite this growing recognition, intrinsic factors are often emphasised, 

while extrinsic factors—essential for understanding the relativity of ageing in relation to the social 

environment—are frequently overlooked. This approach is thus critical to ensuring that policies 

and professional practices are designed with these multiple dimensions in mind, thereby 

promoting dignified, healthy, and socially integrated ageing for all individuals, regardless of 

gender, ethnicity, social class, or other identities.

In this regard, the proposal of "Relative Social Ageing" and the factors it encompasses 

offers a broader perspective on ageing, in which the overall process of an individual’s ageing can 

be analysed according to key aspects that help us better understand this increasingly prevalent 

phase of life in our society.

Future research can further enrich this framework, particularly through comparative 

studies of ageing models that explore the applicability of various theories across different cultural 

and geographical contexts, identifying the strengths and weaknesses of each explanatory model. 

Issues such as education, income level, the role of technology in active ageing, sociocultural 

diversity, health and illness processes—especially mental health—and aspects related to climate 

change and public policy evaluation should be considered in this exploration. Ultimately, both 

intrinsic and extrinsic factors must be combined to avoid simplistic and partial explanatory 

models.
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