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Elderly African Immigrants and the challenges of “Successful Aging”   

 

The health status of older Americans has greatly improved over time, with a dramatic 

reduction in premature death beginning in the twentieth century and continuing into the twenty 

first (Schaie K. W & Willis L. S. 2016).  According to the CDC, African Americans are living 

longer. The death rate for African Americans has declined about 25% over 17 years, primarily 

for those aged 65 years and older. Even with these improvements, new analysis shows that 

younger African Americans are living with or dying of many conditions typically found in white 

Americans at older ages. The difference shows up in African Americans in their 20s, 30s, and 

40s for diseases and causes of death (cdc.gov). 

When we look at African immigrant elders who have immigrated to the U.S. running 

away from tyranny, political unrest, famine, hunger as well as for their and their family’s safety 

and security we see some disparity compared to their counterpart who were born here in the US.  

In this short essay, I will attempt to see if these elderly African immigrants, who came to this 

country hoping to have a better life, have enjoyed successful aging to the same extent as their 

elderly counterparts African Americans who were born, raised, and aged in the U.S.   

I feel this question needs to be investigated and that it is reasonable for us as 

gerontologists to want to know the answer. While a full scale of investigative work is not within 

the scope of this essay, it will be a good foundation for others to pick up from this essay and 

develop a strong hypothesis as well as additional questions to investigate.   

When we talk about successful aging and the psychology of aging, Schaie W. K., et al, 

indicates that recently, there has been an increased interest in the connection between good 

psychological health and successful aging.  Their references indicate that researchers have begun 

to focus on the role that mental health plays in predicting how well people age and the studies 

they have referenced have identified psychological factors as nearly as predictive of successful 

aging as physical health factors (Schaie W. K., et al). 
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 There are a few phrases social scientists apply when they try to describe how well an 

elderly person has aged.  A few of the phrases social scientists as well as lay persons have used 

to describe the aging process are “Aging Well,” “Successful Aging,” “Optimal Aging,” and 

“Positive Aging.”  Different individuals have used these words interchangeably in describing the 

process of how someone has gone through the aging process.  A study by Shin H., Riner M., 

Stocker J., Hsu M., and Chen S., indicates that observed differing uses as well as applications, 

translations, and interpretations in the usage of these different terminologies to describe the 

process of aging in a life course (Chen S., et., al 2018).  

 Although their study shows the usage of the different terminologies as it is demonstrating 

some commonalities with the usage and application between a lay person’s usage and those who 

apply the terminology for educational and scientific studies and applications, there is some 

similarity in the way how it is applied or interpreted (Chen S., et al).  The term “Aging Well” 

(AW), in Taiwanese academia where the study was done, most AWs has shown that the 

terminology was adapted from the Western literature but was sometimes vague in English-to-

Chinese translation.   

Therefore, lay people have relied on using this descriptive methodology while researchers 

and scientific journals have relied on using other descriptive terminology (Chen et., al.).  The 

study concludes by indicating that “Although professionals continue to refine the term, no 

consensus has been achieved due to cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural comparisons making it 

difficult, further research and efforts to involve and collaborate cross-disciplinary and cross-

cultural perspectives are necessary to define the best applicable terminology” (Chen et., al.).  

Therefore, for this short essay and study, I will use “Successful Aging,” since there is no 

consensus.  

Defining “Successful Aging” (SA) has been a popular topic since the 1980s and even 

more so today, with a growing population of people living longer.  Scientists who study 

successful aging, such as the social scientists John Wallis Rowe and Robert Kahn, state that a  

definition of successful ageing needs to include elements that matter to elderly people. In their 

book “Successful Aging,” Rowe and Kahn state that successful aging involves four main factors: 

(1) being free of disability or disease, (2) having high cognitive and physical abilities, and (3) 

interacting with others in meaningful ways and (4) maximizing positive spiritually 

(researchgate.net. 2015).   
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Rowe and Kahn, in their conceptual description of SA, had a goal to formulate a theory 

by conceptualizing the theory of SA from a life course perspective.  Their theory and findings 

were found to be the best known and widely applied model of SA (ncbi.nlm.nih.gov).  Their 

conceptualization of SA also views decline and functional loss as modifiable although largely 

through an individual’s own actions. Literature on SA, particularly Rowe and Kahn’s 

conceptualization, is plentiful and thousands of articles cite or utilize this model.  The views that 

are expressed by Rowe and Khan have shown that aging as a combination of three components: 

avoiding disease and disability, high cognitive and physical function, engagement with life and 

maximizing positive spirituality.  The criterion, which has to do with spirituality, is an additional 

new approach that was not part of the main three components that were being expressed at the 

start of their findings.   

As we have seen from Rowe and Kahn’s theory, for an elderly individual to attain 

successful aging, one has to meet the three qualifying important criteria (with the additional 

spiritual affiliation support).  Spiritual acceptance and religious practices could be perceived as 

an individual preference, tradition, or cultural values and one may choose whether to participate.  

However, the other three are common to all, regardless of one’s cultural values, gender, race or 

ethnicity.   

Therefore, from Rowe and Khan’s theory we can conclude that the three parts that are 

essential for these elderly African immigrants to achieve successful aging they must adhere to 
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some structure in their daily life.  This structure includes the absence or avoidance of disease and 

risk factors for disease, as well as maintenance of physical and cognitive functioning, and lastly 

keeping an active engagement with life (including maintenance of autonomy and social support). 

Looking at each of the three important sections, when we discuss about the absence or 

avoidance of disease and risk factors for disease, we are talking about taking care of their health 

conditions while they are moving along the aging process.  Research done by “Research Work” 

from the University of Washington on older Black African immigrant women has also added 

another idea this discussion by indicating that that the intersections of cultures, attitudes, and 

beliefs, of these older Black African immigrant women imaged healthy aging in Africa and re-

imaged healthy aging for themselves here in the U.S were intersecting with their understanding 

of health and the process of aging along the way (washingto.edu 2015). 

When we consider health issues for Black African immigrants in the U.S., I have found 

this subject matter to be a challenge in finding any peer-reviewed research articles or books that I 

could have reviewed for this research.  From my inability to find viable resources and studies, I 

am comfortable to conclude that Africans immigrants in the United States are probably one of 

the least-studied immigrant groups, despite the research and policy efforts to address health 

disparities within other immigrant communities that have abundant resources and studies that 

were conducted.   

One study I was able to find indicates that African Americans as a social group do 

experience health inequality than their elderly white counterparts (Mehrotra C & Wagner L 2009 

p 168).  The term health inequality refers to the difference in the rate of morbidity and mortality 

between diverse groups in the United States.  Health inequalities at times are also referred as 

health disparities.  Other studies by Dannefer D. & Phillipson C. indicate that “At age 70 black 

men and women have similar total life expectancies to other groups but live a greater proportion 

of their lives disabled” (Dannefer D. & Phillipson C 2010 p 83).   

This indicates that even at the start African Americans are at a disadvantage in the 

expectancy in the quality of life they should expect as they get to be much older.  In the United 

States, large racial gaps are evident in health status measured by a variety of health indicators 

where the life expectancy gap between the group with the longest life expectancy, Asian 

Americans and the shortest, urban Blacks, is more than 20 years (p 86).  The studies have also 
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indicated that these black urban dwellers have poor quality of life due to more prevalent health 

conditions (p 87).   

For the reason that African Americans are already disadvantaged with more chronic 

conditions than any other ethnic group due to many inherent factors.  This essay will not discuss 

in great detail the conditions that have contributed to these disadvantages.  However, one of the 

major issues that was discussed by Mehrotra C et., al is the lack of adequate access to health care 

facilities because of African American communities being more in rural areas of the country and 

the lack of transportation to health care facilities (p 138).     

Although these elderly African immigrant’s healthcare experiences and needs could be 

unique, they are often included in the “Black” category with the African American, along with 

other phenotypically similar groups that have same observable characteristic.  I feel this lack of 

usable research data and resources to make the critical healthcare decisions specifically targeting 

African immigrants, has made this research difficult.  

The purpose of this research paper was to examine existing literature about elderly 

African immigrant on their success in aging and to see if they have met the three criteria that 

were put forth by Rowe and Khan.   However, the task of examining studies that were conducted 

in the past was almost impossible because there were no earlier studies that were done on elderly 

African immigrants.   

A research study that was sponsored by NIH and conducted by Omenka O., Watson D., 

& Hendrie H., has indicated that “Knowledge about African immigrant health in the U.S. is 

scarce, with available literature mainly focusing on databases, which make it difficult to identify 

African immigrants. To our knowledge, [theirs] is the first Scoping Review pertaining to the 

healthcare experiences and needs of African immigrants in the U.S” (Omenka O. et., al 2020). 

The other condition it is necessary for these elderly African Immigrants to attain in order 

to achieve successful aging is also to maximize their mental and physical abilities and for them 

to engage in active life.  However, as it is indicated, it was difficult to find adequate number of 

research article that covered their health situation, these two subject matters were also not 

available in any research article that were peer-reviewed and published.  

The study that was conducted by Omenka O. et., al., in the study they did about African 

immigrants’ health and other social issues, indicated that very little is known about African 

immigrant social situation as well as health in the U.S.  It was evident to the authors that even as 
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the number of African immigrants in the U.S. continues to climb exponentially, healthcare 

providers and policymakers have little information to guide their decision-making concerning 

this population (Omenka O., et., al.)  

They have also indicated that their research was the first review of the healthcare 

experiences of African immigrants, which includes the overall assessment of their barriers to 

care or specific healthcare interventions and other social issues (Omenka O., et., al.).  In my 

opinion, the findings from this review have clarified some critical issues with African 

immigrants’ healthcare in the U.S.  The study has also indicated that there were identifiable gaps 

in the study conducted and recommended that future additional studies to conducted on this 

inadequately served and underrepresented segment of our immigrant population.   

  

Discussion 

“Globally, the population aged 65 and over is growing faster than all other age groups” 

(United Nations. Org).  According to the United Nations report, the world’s population is aging 

on average.  They also report that virtually every country in the world is experiencing growth in 

the number and proportion of older persons in their population. This is poised to become one of 

the most significant social transformations of the twenty-first century (United Nations).   

The following data is an excerpt from the United Nations report to the world forum in 

their 2019 report:  It reports that by 2050, one in six people in the world will be over age 65 

(16%), up from one in 11 in 2019 (9%). By 2050, one in four persons living in Europe and 

Northern America could be aged 65 or over. In 2018, for the first time in history, persons aged 

65 or above outnumbered children under five years of age globally. The number of persons aged 

80 years or over is projected to triple, from 143 million in 2019 to 426 million in 2050 (United 

Nations).  This is an astonishing demographic change in less than half a generation of one’s 

lifetime.   

With this increase on numbers of the aged not only unique to one sector of the globe or 

country but throughout the world the impact of the demographic change will have a globalized 

impact in many ways.  The effect is going to be widely distributed throughout the world.  The 

practical outcomes in each country will definitely vary due to political, cultural, as well as 

economic conditions in each different country.   
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As noted, the proportion of the aging population will increase significantly within the 

next few years from the baby boomers coming to the age of retirement.  As things currently 

stand, our nation is not prepared to meet the social and medical needs of this aging population 

(GSA.org).  In other words, our trained work force is inadequately trained to care for older 

adults, creating a work force shortage that will threaten the quality of care available to older 

adults.  Therefore, our society will be needing well trained and equipped gerontologists for the 

betterment of our society, as it is poised to have an increased number of aging persons in the 

community.     

In these trends of “Global Aging” who are these African immigrants that are in the U.S 

who immigrated to the U.S. and have made this country their choice of destination to age?  

According to a study that was done by Migration Policy Institute, its study shows that as of 2018, 

more than 2 million Black African immigrants have come from sub-Saharan Africa who have 

made the U.S. their destination (migrationpolicy.org).  This same research also shows that while 

this population remains small, representing just 4.5 percent of the country’s 44.7 million 

immigrants, it is a rapidly growing. Between 2010 and 2018, the sub-Saharan African population 

increased by 52 percent, significantly outpacing the 12 percent growth rate for the overall 

foreign-born population during that same period (migrationpolicy.org). 

The study further indicates that there were also very few sub-Saharan Africans in the 

United States just a few decades ago, with under 150,000 residents in 1980. Since then, 

immigrants from some of the largest sub-Saharan countries, such as Nigeria, Ethiopia, Ghana, 

Somalia, and South Africa, have settled in the United States.  Overall, more than 2 million 

immigrants have come from the 51 countries that comprise sub-Saharan Africa, making up 84% 

of the 2.4 million immigrants from the entire African continent.  The remainder are from the six 

countries of North Africa: Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, and Tunisia 

(migrationpolicy.org). 

As stated in the introductory section, research on aging in sub-Saharan Africa or on 

elderly African immigrants is still very much in its infancy, and for this reason, the discussion 

part of this essay is going to be relatively lacking with academic research articles or quantifiable 

data.  The lack of scientific data and research articles on the subject matter that I would like to 
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discuss as a research paper has made it difficult for me to develop the rationale on why we will 

need to investigate elderly African immigrants on their success or failure to achieve successful 

aging in the U.S.   

The current situation of older people in sub-Saharan Africa is, in fact, quite poorly 

known, and micro-level, nonscientific data are available only for a limited number of countries in 

Africa and its aging population who have immigrated to other countries. My attempt to find 

scientific data and research articles from our school library from CUC and Google search have 

not materialized any relevant literature material for me to review.  This demonstrates that the 

range of topics that can be associated to the study of aging in Africa and its elderly population 

needs to be looked into and shows that there is a need for multidisciplinary work that cuts across 

traditional research domains. In Asia, by contrast, a decade of in-depth and wide-ranging 

research on multiple aspects of their elderly population and their lives has generated considerable 

insight into the situation of older people in that region.  Hopefully, researchers will start to look 

into similar research to be done on sub-Saharan Africa.    

Conclusion 

As discussed above, John Rowe and Robert Kahn (1987; 1997) proposed theory of 

“Successful Aging” theory where they explained that "aging well is a state, an objective and 

measurable condition at a given time, a better state than that of normal aging" (Stowe J. & 

Cooney M. T., 2015.) a study that was sponsored by National Institute of Health.  For Rowe and 

Kahn, the three main and fundamental components structure for Successful Aging are: 

1. The first concerns health and a low probability of illness and disability due to illness. 

2. The second refers to the functional and cognitive capacities maintained at a high level. 

3. The third is related to social engagement and suggests that strong involvement in 

relational and occupational life (physical, social, domestic activities, etc.) 

In this theoretical model, the environment, living conditions, decisions and lifestyles are 

decisive variables.  Aging conditions are also strongly related to "choices made by each 

individual in earlier stages of their life course" (nig.gov).  Studies also have shown that the work 
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of John Rowe and Robert Kahn has been most widely disseminated and publicized, well beyond 

the scientific sphere. 

In summary, measuring the achievement of successful ageing by these elderly African 

immigrants in meeting all the criteria presented by Rowe and Khan might be a challenge and 

unrealistic to achieve.  It is difficult as it is even for those elderly minority individuals who were 

born here in the U.S. and having lived all their life in their own country and culture without 

traveling abroad and get used to the culture and living conditions of a host country.  These 

elderly African immigrants are here to stay, and they are members of our society who have made 

this country their own homeland.  Therefore, their aging situation needs to be investigated 

thoroughly to see if they have achieved successful aging as others have.  The lack of adequate 

research articles on this subject matter as well as on other related issues that have to do with 

Africa and its elderly population, should not deter researchers from doing the needed research 

and further investigation.   
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