Remaining active, engaged,
and having the opportunity
to do new tasks, is not just
an individual advantage
but a societal imperative.
Ursula M . Staudinger, PhD

thousands of steps it takes to bui ld
each piano, Steinway & Sons relies
on the retention of its employees
over decades to continue its business. Elsewhere in New York, small
businesses report that their employees must remain particularly flexible
as they are called on daily to perform
tasks outside of their job description.
Warehouse workers assist in the
office. Kitchen staff and waiters help
each other out. All hands are needed
for big events.
Work is only one example of
how by modifying our society and
our environment we can change the
course of aging, which is not a hardwired biological inevitability that follows one predetermined trajectory.
Promoting cognitive plasticity can
apply to creativity in civic engagement, the educational system, the
arts, and participation in housing,
neighborhoods, and governance.
Remaining active, engaged,
and, as this research shows, having
the opportunity to do new tasks, is
not just an individual advantage but
a societal imperative. Just as we are
exploring and building new sources
of energy, recycling material many
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times over, and finding new ways to
conserve water, figuring out how to
best promote people's development
and aging will be a focus of the next
century. •

founding director of the newly
launched Columbia Aging Center.
The Robert N. Butler professor of
sociomedical sciences and a professor
of psychology at Columbia University,
she is a lifespan psychologist and
an internationally recognized aging
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