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The Odyssey of Late Adulthood
It’s no secret that aging is inevitable. Western culture, particularly the United States, has a habit of dictating the manner and age in which people may interact with society as well as when they are no longer accepted or wanted. For adults in their later years, this dictation is marked by the emphasis on retirement around the age of 65. Retirees in late adulthood are then faced with the challenges of re-establishing themselves in society and interpersonally; eventually being forced to face their mortality as they make decisions on how to continue living as old age takes its toll.  The ultimate challenge for later adulthood is establishing how to spend remaining years in a way that still generates productivity, allowing for continuation of a healthy and satisfactory life. 
Western Culture and Aging
	The general majority of people living in the United States are likely to live for around 75 to 80 years due to better living conditions than in previous centuries (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). Contributing factors to the longevity of life can be credited to exercise, healthier eating, and a better medical care for people in their younger years. Despite living longer, many people in later adulthood are facing problems that are either unknown by the general majority, or perhaps are being overlooked.
Expectations of the Old: A Biased Society
In contrast to other countries, the United States has one of the most negative views on the elder community (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). Many misconceptions have been established about people in the later stages of life which perpetuate these negative views and beliefs. Perhaps one of the biggest misconceptions lies in the idiom, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”  This reflects the belief from younger generations that the older an individual gets; the less able they are to learn. In projecting this belief on an individual in later adulthood, the message sent is that the individual is un-teachable and may indirectly attack the person’s self-esteem. Zastrow and Kirst-Ashman (2010) suggest that if older people are treated like they are incapable and incompetent, they are likely to eventually behave in the same manner. 
The Push to Retire
The belief that older people cannot be taught new things is a major contributor to the push for persons in later adulthood to retire. Other reasons include lower quality of work associated with older age; cost to a company for keeping older employees, especially those whom have been with the company for many years; and the likelihood that an adult in later years will be less willing to be flexible with job responsibilities due to pay levels and seniority (Barker & Clark, 1980).  While there is a large push to get the older population out of the workforce, there are several factors that are overlooked by those doing the pushing. Such factors include willingness or desire to retire, financial ability to retire, and personal and social identification with one’s job. 
An individual can be pressured into retirement by different sources, such as employers, co-workers, friends, and even family. The pressures can usually be enough to cause the individual to retire, even if he or she did not want to. In several cases, social security and retirement funds may not be sufficient; thus, financial need may be the primary reason the individual was unwilling to retire. On the other hand, some people may fear retirement simply because they enjoy what they do, or because they enjoy the opportunity of socializing with like-minded people (Knoll, 2011). If the person enjoys their work or socialization that takes place at work, the thought of leaving may be intimidating or depressing, perhaps because he or she does not know how to meet these needs without work. The above examples demonstrate the importance for individuals entering later adulthood to have knowledge of resources available after retiring to help make the decision to retire easier and less intimidating. 
Life after Retiring: Accepting the Shift of Roles and Relationships
	Following retirement, the odyssey of later adulthood continues as the individual must establish a role as a non-working member of society and adjust relationships accordingly. Perhaps the biggest challenge for the retired and aged adult is accepting his or her new social role; in essence, a non-working contributor to societal development.  One way this role can be achieved is through the unspoken social expectation suggesting that as elders phase out of the workplace, they become mentors to those younger than themselves. The supportive concept behind this unspoken obligation is that at one point, the aged adult was mentored so therefore, their obligation is to provide the same service (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010).   
The most common way an individual asserts contribution in later adulthood is through taking a more interactive approach to the role of grand-parenting, where applicable. Where no grandchildren are present, volunteering or finding ways to serve the community are common means to filling this sense of obligation. While this may seem crude, the concept of this role may indirectly stem from Erik Erikson’s theory of generativity versus stagnation; asserting that people in their later years have a natural desire to assist in guiding the next generation (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). This theory suggests that continuing to achieve a sense of meaning is important to people as they age. Carver and Scheier (2008) stated in Perspectives on Personality   (6th edition) that meaning is added to life by “acting authentically” and the act of guiding and mentoring may be part of what helps keep that essence of meaningfulness in later life (p. 338).  
 	In addition to finding a place in society that fits with social expectations and personal desire, an individual in later adulthood must also adjust to changing relationships in his or her life. If the individual is married, the relationship is likely to change due to added time together because of one or both parties no longer working. For happiness and satisfaction to continue, the couple must find ways to work together and find enjoyable methods to spend time with one another. Friends of the individual are likely to be previous co-workers; therefore, acceptance that the bonds of those relationships will lessen with time is pertinent to prevent a sense of loss. Development of new hobbies and interests are ways in which the individual can lessen the blow of losing those social relationships; additionally presenting the opportunity for new friendships to be established with people who share similar interests. 
From Independence to Dependence: What Are the Options?
	Eventually, those experiencing late adulthood will encounter a point where they can no longer meet their needs on their own. This decrease in the ability for self-care may be a result of any one or several factors: grief due to the passing of a loved one, namely a spouse; financial inability; invasive or terminal illness; de-habilitating psychological factors like senility or dementia; and the general deterioration of the mind and body that comes with age.  
 With the on-set of the inability to care for oneself, there are many options available to provide and ensure adequate care of the aging individual. Many adults in later stages of life choose to spend their remaining time at home with the added help of home health services. Those services include nurses, medication provision, and medical equipment to name a few. Assisted living centers are beneficial for those who are partially able to care for themselves, but still require assistance. Other options for individuals who are still able to provide some care for themselves include foster-care homes, group homes, congregate housing facilities, retirement and continued-care retirement communities. On the other hand, some individuals may have conditions which require more constant care. For these individuals, nursing homes may be a more practical option, especially when care from family is not a viable option. Nursing homes are also staffed with workers who are able to meet the medical needs of the residents and are beneficial for individuals who have chronic medical conditions. 
Conclusion
	Later adulthood is riddled with finding ways to maintain life in a happy and healthy manner.  The need to establish oneself independently, socially, and interpersonally after retirement will likely become the primary motivations of the aging adult. If the adult is surrounded with supportive and positive people who maintain a genuine interest in his or her well-being, the likelihood of living happily and healthy will remain steadfast. 
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