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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Gerotranscendence, a recent adaptive aging theory developed by Tornstam, postulates a mindset shift in old age
from a materialistic viewpoint to a more transcendent one. Gerotranscendence is considered a promising aging model, as it approaches specific
developmental challenges in late life. However, knowledge of this theory is still maturing and lacks laypersons’ perspectives to further validate
its components. This study aimed to explore how older adults perceive gerotranscendence and gain insights of their understanding.

Research Design and Methods: Three focus group discussions were conducted with 18 participants (569-98 years old; mean: 79.5 years).
The protocol included open-ended questions on what gerotranscendence, and its dimensions meant (based exclusively on their designations),
as well as on the theory's components (after further explanation). The discussions were recorded and transcribed, and a content analysis was
performed.

Results: The data were organized into 2 themes: general suppositions and personal perceptions. This second theme was divided into (i) relatable
thoughts and experiences and (i) a different and complementary understanding of the theory.

Discussion and Implications: Despite the lack of knowledge of the meaning of gerotranscendence, older persons presented clear evidence
that this topic was meaningful for them and that they experienced aspects of the cosmic, coherence, and solitude dimensions of gerotranscen-
dence. However, at specific points, some participants had distinctive and complementary ideas compared with those espoused by gerotran-
scendence theory. Obtaining laypersons’ perspectives provides a more in-depth understanding of gerotranscendence theory and the cultural

aspects it may encompass.
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As the population grows older and life expectancy increases,
aging theories have emerged to better understand this process
and encourage a healthy, positive approach to growing older.
The concept of successful aging encompasses this idea by
combining active engagement with life with the maintenance
of functional capacities (Burton et al., 2024) in three crucial
components: (1) the prevention of disease and disability, (2)
the preservation of high cognitive and physical function, and
(3) the extension of active engagement in life (Kim & Park,
2017; Rowe & Kahn, 1997).

Several approaches to defining successful aging have been
presented over the years, and multicomponents, based on
biological, psychological, and social aspects became widely
generalized (Carver & Buchanan, 2016; Cosco et al., 2014;
Martin et al., 2015; Rowe & Kahn, 1997). In a review of
successful aging studies, physiological (7 = 97), engagement
(n =52), and well-being constructs (17 = 51), as well as per-
sonal resources (7 =27), and extrinsic factors (7 = 6) were
identified (Cosco et al., 2014). Studies based on older adults’

perception of successful aging also highlight the concept’s
multidimensionality and the psychosocial emphasis of suc-
cessful aging (Cosco et al., 2013). A recently published study
that compares different English-speaking countries and cul-
tures (Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, Canada, USA, and
UK) revealed the importance of an active, independent, and
engaged lifestyle (Burton et al., 2024), reinforcing how suc-
cessful aging is a multidimensional concept across cultures
and how many biopsychosocial aspects need to be taken into
consideration (Martin et al., 2015).

Social determinants of health such as economic stability
(e.g., income, employment, and access to resources), edu-
cation (e.g., literacy levels and access to quality education),
and social and community context (e.g., social support net-
works, community engagement, and discrimination) have
been reported to be important variables that can influence
successful aging (Chelak & Chakole, 2023). Rowe and Kahn
(2015) further highlight that structural factors such as race,
gender, socioeconomic status, and access to quality healthcare
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significantly affect individuals’ ability to age successfully,
emphasizing the importance of addressing inequities to pro-
mote an active and engaged aging process. Moreover, the con-
cept of active aging represents one of the ways to manifest the
broader framework of successful aging as it can be defined by
“the process of optimizing opportunities for health, partici-
pation, and security in order to enhance quality of life as peo-
ple age” (World Health Organization [WHO], 2002, p. 12).
An example of this is how older adults may face challenges
in accessing healthcare, economic opportunities, and social
inclusion, influenced by their geographic location or the avail-
ability of community resources, which can hinder their ability
to sustain an active and engaged aging process.

Psychosocial approaches based on internal and/or social
phenomena have been the focus of increased interest (Cosco
et al., 2014) and have as proponents’ notorious theories
from the gerontological field. Psychosocial theories are
in fact an important part of the aging studies and success-
ful aging appears as a concept that comprehends cognitive
aspects, subjective matters, sociological, and psychological
issues (Bengtson et al., 1996). Schroots (1996) divided psy-
chosocial theories in aging into three types: classical theories,
such as disengagement theory; the modern theories, like the
lifespan developing theory; and new theories, such as the
gerotranscendence theory. The gerotranscendence theory has
similarities with the disengagement theory and Erikson’s lifes-
pan theory but could be considered a “new wave” theory in
gerontological studies for addressing multicoping strategies
and redefinition of reality, which can be considered innova-
tive, as it reinvents topics from classical and modern theories
(Schroots, 1996).

The importance of considering the quality of life through-
out the aging process, along with longevity itself, led to the
development of many studies on successful aging and the
emergence of various approaches to this concept. Successful
aging theories can be related either to biomedical or psycho-
social models, with the latter being classified into two major
domains: logic models (based on logical reasoning on the
aging process), and nonlogical models (based on the psy-
chological mechanism behind the adaptation process). These
models are called nonlogical because they do not require logi-
cal thought and strategic control of cognition as logical mod-
els do (Gondo, 2012). The logic model can be illustratively
represented by Baltes’ (1987) selection, optimization, and
compensation model, which postulates strategies to adjust
to losses in life, and by Carstensen’s (2021) socioemotional
selectivity theory, which states that when people perceive they
have limited lifetimes, their motivational orientations change;
they now seek emotions and meanings rather than worry
about the future. These theories suggest that one develops a
strategy to deal with losses and difficulties in which cogni-
tive resources and logical thoughts are important to maintain
well-being. Nonlogical models, on the other hand, tend to be
used more by the oldest-old (especially for the limitations in
this period of life) and can be represented by the psychoso-
cial developmental theory (Erikson & Erikson, 1997) and the
gerotranscendence theory (Tornstam, 2005). The psychoso-
cial developmental theory stipulates that specific tasks must
be performed in each developmental stage to feel a sense of
competence and that in the last stage of life there is a need
to accept physical frailty and attribute meaning in life (ego—
integrity). Gerotranscendence theory postulates that going
from a materialistic viewpoint in life into a more transcendent
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one is a way of adapting oneself to the challenges that come
with old age. Both theories discuss the maturation process
that comes with aging, and they are related to mental health
and meaning in life (Minney & Ranzijn, 2016; Tornstam,
2005). The gerotranscendence theory was considered a new
concept of successful aging, particularly important when
considering the oldest-old (Gondo, 2012), as it didn’t require
preservation of high cognitive and physical function. Instead,
it would be a strategy that occurred in people already with
cognitive difficulties, without logical and conscious thinking
on adaptative and successful aging strategies (Gondo, 2012).

The gerotranscendence theory was developed in 1989 and
is considered a psychosocial model of successful aging that
advocates that a mindset shift occurs in three dimensions:
cosmic, coherence, and solitude. The cosmic dimension refers
to a deeper feeling of connection with life, nature, the uni-
verse, and past generations, a decrease in the fear of death,
and a reinterpretation of childhood events. The coherence
dimension is about an increased connection with the self,
reflecting upon past events without the feeling of regret, and
a decrease in self-centeredness. The solitude dimension con-
cerns the need for solitude as a meditative moment, and a
changed meaning and importance of relationships (Schroots,
1996; Tornstam, 2011).

Given the broad characteristics and positive potential of
gerotranscendence on older adults’ well-being, different stud-
ies have investigated the association between gerotranscen-
dence and several psychological constructs; some associations
are still new and require further evidence to consolidate, but
evidence has shown the relationships between gerotrans-
cendence and wisdom (Brudek, 2021; Kim, 2020), positive
thoughts about death and dying (Jeong et al., 2020), pur-
pose in life (Hsiao et al., 2018), life satisfaction (Abreu et
al., 2021; Degges-White, 2005; Lewin & Eugene Thomas,
2001; Tornstam, 2005; Wang, 2011), religiosity (Abreu et al.,
2021,2022; Braam et al., 2016; Bruyneel et al., 2011; Girard,
2014; Hsieh & Wang, 2008), and mental health (Bruyneel et
al., 2011; Chen et al., 2019; Degges-White, 2005; Tornstam,
2005; Wang et al., 2011). Taken together, the number and
variety of reported associations endorse gerotranscendence as
a promising aging theory, especially regarding research from
a more interdisciplinary, however, psychologically focused
perspective.

The general potential of gerotranscendence as a psychoso-
cial theory echoes the continuous interactions between one-
self and the social environment, meaning that the context in
which an individual lives can play an important role in the
mindset change needed for gerotranscendence (Heinz et al.,
2017; Jewell, 2014; Lewin, 2001; Xu, 2018). Therefore, both
the psychological processes of each person, that is, the way
they interpret life events (Read et al., 2014), and social and
cultural influences can facilitate or obstruct the development
of gerotranscendence (Jewell, 2014; Lewin, 2001). Assuming
gerotranscendence as a contextually sensitive theory means
that it can be developed from the sociocultural perspective of
a given society (Lee et al., 2020) and that different cultural
aspects can represent different ways of achieving it and being
gerotranscendent. This aspect can be considered controversial,
as some authors might question whether gerotranscendence
is a universal theory (Jewell, 2014; Rajani & Jawaid, 2015).
However, existential matters, such as religiosity (Lewin, 2001)
and spirituality (Janhsen et al., 2021), are often considered
sociocultural dependent, and as gerotranscendence has a close
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connection with them, namely, its cosmic dimension (Abreu
et al., 2022; Dalby, 2006), studying the influence of different
cultural settings is essential for the theory’s development.

Fung (2013) postulates on how older adults pursue their
own cultural values as they age. The author claims that as
individuals get older, they tend to seek for more meaning in
life, and a way to do that is by affirming and internalizing
their culture. The internalization of cultural values and the
pursue of affirming them as an emotional meaning from life
could be related to the cultural differences found in aging the-
ories (Carstensen, 2021; Fung, 2013; Martin et al., 2015; Utz
et al., 2002), particularly gerotranscendence (Dalby, 2006;
Lewin, 2001). In this context, successful aging can also be
cultural dependent, as different cultures have different under-
standings of “good aging,” as well as some cultures might
have more consistent successful aging determinants than oth-
ers, therefore demanding some compensatory mechanisms as
a sign of flexibility of how successful aging can be considered
in different environments (Martin et al., 2015). And as suc-
cessful aging is defined as an active engagement with life with
the maintenance of functional capacities, it may be linked to
the emotional flexibility, which is a key aspect of resilience
and refers to the capacity to adapt to shifting emotional situ-
ations that one develops with age (Waugh et al., 2011). This
emotional flexibility is fundamental for successful aging, as
it benefits older adults to navigate life changes, managing
stress, sustaining mental health, and contributing to a higher
quality of life (Isaacowitz, 2022). Besides individual bene-
fits, emotional flexibility also allows older adults to affirm
their cultural values (e.g., religion and beliefs) as a means of
enhancing well-being (Baltes, 1987; Carstensen, 2021; Fung,
2013; Minney & Ranzijn, 2016).

One way of gaining in-depth insights into how older individ-
uals perceive the aging process and how cultural aspects influ-
ence this perception can be achieved by analyzing lay views,
that is, the perspective of people without professional or spe-
cialized knowledge in a particular subject. In health research,
lay people can be defined as “people who are neither health
care professionals nor health services researchers, but who
may have specialized knowledge related to health” including
patients and the general public (Entwistle et al., 1998, p. 463).
Consulting laypeople in academic studies can provide more
detailed perspective on the factors under investigation, rep-
resenting a form of “public understanding of science” that
emphasizes scientific knowledge (Henderson, 2010). This can
happen in three different categories: “supporters of dominant
(professional) interests, supporters of challenging (manage-
rial) interests, and supporters of repressed (patient) interests”
(Hogg et al., 2001, p. 2). Studies involving laypersons’ per-
spectives on successful aging have revealed that older persons
usually have a broader view of aging, considering psycho-
logical well-being, including spirituality, as a more crucial
factor than researchers often anticipate (Burton et al., 2024;
Cosco et al., 2013; Gondo, 2012; Martin et al., 2015). As
gerotranscendence can be considered one of the psychologi-
cal models of successful aging, consulting laypeople would be
significant to expand and complement the knowledge of such
theory (Cosco et al., 2013; Entwistle et al., 1998). Tornstam
(2005), following a quantitative study on gerotranscendence,
consulted three older adults about the mindset development
on late life figuring out how important it was to explore it in
a qualitative way. In that study, which has no detailed meth-
odology available, the author interviewed participants about

each topic of gerotranscendence and registered their answers
as a way to illustrate gerotranscendent thoughts about the
theories’ topics.

Laypersons’ views offer a unique approach that can
improve the quality of research, as they often contrast with
those of professionals (Entwistle et al., 1998). This difference
can guide researchers in directing their studies, as involving
laypeople heightens the perceived relevance of the research,
thereby facilitating the implementation of the findings
(Bowling & Dieppe, 2005; Entwistle et al., 1998). Obtaining
laypersons’ perspectives may also add legitimacy and value
to the theory (Bowling & Dieppe, 2005; Burton et al., 2024;
Entwistle et al., 1998).

The aim of this study is to explore how older adults perceive
gerotranscendence and gain insights into their understanding
of the theory. It is expected that this study will offer a deeper
insight into how gerotranscendence is perceived, experienced,
and interpreted in the daily lives of older individuals, thereby
contributing to the expansion and improvement of the theory.
It is important to refer that this study is implemented in a
Portuguese population, where the Roman Catholic religion is
predominant, there is a large population of older adults with
a low educational background (Moreira, 2020), and theories
like gerotranscendence are not very accessible or discussed
among the population in general.

Method

Data Collection

Three focus groups were conducted between November 2022
and June 2023, with a duration of 1 hr each. The groups had
between five and eight participants each (a total of 18 par-
ticipants). One focus group was conducted at a university of
third age, and the other two were performed in long-term care
facilities. All institutions were in urban areas from the north
region of Portugal. The screenplay for the focus group had
12 open-ended questions/topics for discussion about gero-
transcendence (Supplementary Material), and it consisted of
two steps: (i) asking the participants what they think gero-
transcendence was and what its dimensions meant based
exclusively on their designations and (ii) providing a brief
explanation of what gerotranscendence was and what each
dimension referred to, considering its theoretical assumptions
(e.g., the following explanation was given when presenting
solitude: “Another point brought up by the social dimen-
sion is a greater need to spend periods of time alone. The
theory understands that these moments of solitude would be
important to bring peace and well-being”; Tornstam, 2005),
and then asking the group whether and how they understood
what the theory postulates (e.g., “Have you experienced
anything related to this need? How do you think this can be
important or not for your well-being?”). Two interviewers
were present in each group session. The sessions were fully
audio and video recorded and transcribed with the authoriza-
tion of all the participants. The participants were de-identified
to preserve anonymity.

Data Analysis

A content analysis, as referred to by Mendes and Miskulin
(2017), was performed to explore the participants’ relatable
thoughts with gerotranscendence theory and their comple-
mentary and different perceptions of the theory. The content
analysis followed the phases of:
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(i) Familiarization with the data, in which the two first
authors actively read the transcriptions multiple times
to identify key meaning and recurrent patterns that
were relevant to the theoretical background. This iden-
tification involved distinguishing and then grouping
responses into patterns and themes based on shared
characteristics.

(ii) Generation of initial codes with the two first authors
creation of a list of ideas, highlighting adequate quotes
according to the theoretical framework (i.e., quotes
that clearly illustrate or reinforce the theme). This pro-
cess allowed a second perspective to confirm that the
quotes aligned with the theme and were not biased by
individual interpretations.

(iii) Search for themes, in which authors transformed codes
into themes, identifying how different codes could
belong to the same theme or not.

(iv) Review of extracts, where the two first authors individ-
ually read all the codified extracts for each theme, and
considered whether they appear to form a coherent
arrangement.

(v) Review of themes: a phase where the first two authors
met to discuss and define the main ideas, categorizing
participants’ responses both before and after prior
explanations. They identified two subthemes: opinions
that aligned with gerotranscendence theory and opin-
ions that offered complementary perspectives.

(vi) Third author verification, where the third author ana-
lyzed all themes to confirm if the extracts were ade-
quate for each theme.

(vii) Naming themes, where the themes were named as
“general suppositions” when the participants gave
their opinion without any previous explanations; per-
sonal perceptions when the participants gave their
opinion after a brief explanation, and the subthemes
“relatable thoughts and experiences” (when the par-
ticipants agreed and personally related to gerotrans-
cendence theory) and “different and complementary
perspectives on the theory” (when the participants had
something to add to the theory’s ideas or had distinc-
tive understandings of the topic).

(viii) Producing the final report, where the three authors
provided a clear, concise, and logically structured text
that accurately conveyed the key themes and content
patterns identified in the analysis, ensuring coherence
and avoiding redundancy (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The data from the three focus groups were analyzed con-
jointly because the goal was not to examine differences
between groups. After transcribing the sessions, they were all
added to one single document, and the analysis was made
regarding the topics presented and their following answers
without a group differentiation, that is, considering the three
focus groups as one. Combining different groups, interviewed
with the same objective and by the same guide, can provide a
broader view of general trends and themes, allowing a com-
prehensive overview of the studied topic. All the presented
phases were discussed with the third author of the study.

Ethical Considerations

Permission for data collection was obtained from the ethics
committee of the [institution name blinded for review] (ref:
blinded for review). All participants were previously asked to
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give written informed consent and were provided with infor-
mation on the study. The author contacted the institutions
and asked for people to participate in a focus group regarding
the global theme of “Aging and Well-being” to avoid previous
research on the subject. No specification on gerotranscen-
dence or any other aging theory was mentioned to avoid bias.

Results

The focus groups had a total of 18 participants, all of them
were Portuguese. Eight participants lived in their own homes
and were students from a university of the third age, whereas
10 participants were residents in long-term care facilities.
Most participants (12) were women, and their mean age
was 79.5 years (standard deviation [SD]: 7.99; range: 59-98
years old); 72.2% of participants were Catholics, 11.1%
identified as other Christians (e.g., Spiritists and Seventh-day
Adventists), 11.1% did not have a religion, and 5.6% were
Protestants. The mean of years of education was 11.11 (SD:
4.97), with a small difference between the students of the
third age (mean of 12.8 years) and the long-term care facil-
ities residents (11.3 years). Most participants were widowed
(7) or married (6). As no important sociodemographic differ-
ences were noticed regarding the location where the group
was conducted (university of the third age vs long-term care
facilities), the participants will be referred to as one group.
The two global themes obtained in the content analysis are
presented next.

General Suppositions

The focus groups’ opening questions concerned the partic-
ipants’ perceived meanings of gerotranscendence and its
dimensions, without any previous explanation of the the-
ory. The goal of these questions was to understand how
older adults understood the translated terminologies origi-
nally used by Lars Tornstam. The first question was about
the word “gerotranscendence” and what they thought it
meant. Most of the participants did not know what the word
could refer to, and those who expressed their opinions said
it would be “something related to aging and old age”; only
one participant specifically made the connection between the
prefix “gero,” which is related to aging, and the word “tran-
scendence,” which was referred to as being associated with
“something from another level [meaning of a higher reach,
of a level above that which is normal or average], something
different that surpasses us” (sic), and one participant made
the connection between words: “‘Gero’ reminds me of age.
“Transcendence’, from another level, a level we don’t have
here. Another level, not our everyday level, not that, but
something else, something that transcends us.” (sic).

Regarding cosmic transcendence, most participants suc-
cinctly presented the idea of something “beyond,” “superior,”
“related to the universe,” and “from another dimension.”
Some participants discussed issues of the universe, making a
parallel between what happens in nature and what happens
in human life, as well as how everything changes over time
in nature and how it happens in the same way as humans
grow old. For example, one participant said, “It is [the same]
as Lavoisier’s quote, which states, ‘Nothing is lost, nothing is
created, everything is transformed,” and this transformation is
what is in everything.”

Concerning the self-dimension or coherence, the idea of
focusing on the self was naturally mentioned and attributed
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to the term, which was interpreted as something both nega-
tive (selfishness), for example, “a dimension of self? Probably
refers to selfishness,” and positive (self-care) e.g., “I think we
start to appreciate ourselves more.” In addition, the idea of
being consistent with oneself, such as acting according to
one’s values or being true to one’s essence, and the idea of
reflecting on one’s actions and beliefs more frequently were
brought to discussion. Illustratively, in one of the focus
groups, one participant said, “... We are becoming more
coherent as we become older, at least that is how I feel, that
I am more coherent. ’'m not impulsive. I think and act more
coherently, much more coherently than when I was young or
middle aged. There is no doubt.”

Finally, for the social dimension or solitude, few partici-
pants expressed their opinions, and when they talked about
what they believed it to be, they brought up the idea of loneli-
ness. The participants had never heard of the term “solitude”
and referred to it as being a synonym for loneliness: “For me,
solitude is the same as being lonely” (sic).

Personal Perceptions

The remaining questions followed a brief explanation of
gerotranscendence theory and its components. This theme
could be divided into two subthemes: the thoughts and expe-
riences sustaining the theory and complementary and differ-
ent perspectives on the theory. Most participants agreed with
the presented topics and spontaneously gave examples of why
they agreed. These included thoughts related to a decrease
in self-centeredness, a greater connection with the universe,
and a decrease in the fear of death. Experiences concerning
how their mindsets changed with aging were also mentioned,
as this sentence examples: “This part of my life [becoming
older] allowed me to have more time to reflect on life and
the need to make such reflections.” Participants considered
that it allowed them to become more reflective, thoughtful,
and considerate with themselves and others. Overall, these
experiences and thoughts were said to provide a feeling of
achieving some sort of maturity, as it can be exemplified by
the following comments: “... I cannot be coherent if I do
something that goes exactly the opposite way, or almost the
opposite way, to what I said, can I? And I can’t accept that.”
and “We have evolved [with aging] and being consistent
means that our actions should align with our thoughts. That’s
what coherence is, right?” Another characteristic of this sub-
theme is how the participants found relatable thoughts and
experiences often perceived through the lens of spirituality
and religion (e.g., [about feeling in the present and in the past
at the same time] “I experienced this because our true being
is immortal. The only permanent thing is our souls; our true
being is spiritual”). Furthermore, the perspective of trans-
forming/evolving oneself throughout the passage of time and
of moving to greater levels of consciousness was made clear
in the participants’ perspectives, as illustratively mentioned
in one focus group: “There is indeed a greater connection
with the universe, I think, a different sensitivity. I felt, I feel, it
was a transformation; it was almost a radical transformation,
from my youth to now, what [ went through, and the different
stages of life, and there is no doubt that it was a huge trans-
formation.” Table 1 presents the demonstrative quotes on the
relatable thoughts and experiences of the participants on the
main gerotranscendence topics.

Personal perceptions also included complementary and
different perspectives on the theory. This subtheme refers to

topics such as the idea of a shifting mindset with old age,
a higher connection with grandchildren than with past gen-
erations, the prevalence of the fear of death, regrets about
the past, and the lack of importance of solitude. When asked
about their opinions on gerotranscendence, the participants
said that their “ways of thinking” generally remained the
same with age, but there were some changes in their attitudes
or general viewpoints of life. There was also the idea that
going through tough moments in life made a greater contri-
bution to a new mindset than did age itself. As one partici-
pant in the focus groups highlighted, “I agree that some things
changed, but I don’t agree that my ideas changed with age; it
takes experience to have a different viewpoint.”

Another topic that the participants brought to the discus-
sion was the connections they felt with past generations. They
claimed that a connection with past generations existed but
that there was also a connection with new generations, which
was specifically evident in their concern with the future of
their grandchildren. The participants mentioned how they
worried about the financial and emotional states of their
grandchildren. The last point about cosmic transcendence
that the participants mentioned was the lack of recognition
of a decrease in the fear of death or the feeling that they had
lived long enough. For these participants, the idea that there
was still a lot to be experienced, and the thought of death was
mentioned to not have changed with age.

Regarding the coherence dimension, the participants regret-
ted the bad situations they found themselves in and believed
that regretting could be good to prevent similar mistakes in
the future. Therefore, some sort of repentance for their mis-
takes was considered something positive and protective. As
for the solitude dimension, for some participants, there was
no recognition of the benefits of being alone. Socializing was
important for them. Moments of solitude were interpreted as
something negative and depressing. Along with that under-
standing, there was also the idea that one does not have to be
choosy anymore of company, especially if this was the case
in the past. Table 2 presents the different and complementary
perceptions and demonstrative quotes of the participants on
the main gerotranscendence topics.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the aspects of gerotrans-
cendence with a group of older adults and to complement the
gerotranscendence theory by integrating laypersons’ views.
Consulting laypersons on academic theories is an interesting
approach to explore how such theories are perceived and can
be better used in the communities where they are destined.
Initially, when the concepts were provided without further
explanation, gerotranscendence was often associated with
aging and with something that was “beyond us.” However,
no association was established between the suffix “gero” and
the word “transcendence,” which meant that the participants
could not associate the term with some kind of transcendence
that occurs as a result of the aging process only by hearing
the word. On the other hand, this may mean that the par-
ticipants lack sufficient knowledge about aging and human
development. Something similar happened with the cosmic
dimension; there was an idea about transcendence (embed-
ded in a spiritual meaning), but it was not associated with
aging; as for solitude, the word was associated with loneliness
and, therefore, to a negative experience. These interpretations
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Table 1. Demonstrative Quotes on the Relatable Thoughts and Experiences Presented by the Participants

Gerotranscendence Relatable thoughts and experiences Representative quotes
topic
Gerotranscendence Recognition that the changes that come e “Being calmer when talking to other people, not getting irritated or excited

in general and the
perception that
something changes
with the aging
process

Cosmic transcen-
dence in general

Connection with
past generations

Time and child-
hood

Life and death

Decrease in
self-centeredness

Ego-integrity

Solitude

Changed meaning
and importance of
relationships

with age are mainly evident in the way of
dealing with life issues; adopting a thought-
ful and calm perspective when facing
problems.

Recognition of the link between aging and
the emergence of or increase in cosmic
transcendence; reporting a need to reflect
on aspects of cosmic transcendence (e.g.,
feeling connected with the universe, to life,
to nature, and to past generations).

Connection with past generations through
frequent thinking about one’s parents and
grandparents or recognizing physical or
behavioral similarities between oneself and
past generations, which can be related to
spiritual issues or those that refer to nature.

Feelings of time transcendence through
childhood memories and a reinterpretation
of childhood situations, which is possible
because of a more mature and a different
understanding of parents’ lives and circum-
stances; thinking about the past, particu-
larly about childhood, as something that
arises with the aging process.

Great awareness of death as something closer
with aging, despite the overall willingness
to live longer; fear of suffering when dying
but not necessarily fear of death itself,
which can have spiritual/religious roots.

A primary focus on family members or close
friends, rather than on oneself, as some-
thing that naturally emerges with age; high-
lighting a sense of unity, believing that it is
necessary to consider the reality of people.

A greater reflection on mistakes rather than
regrets or remorse per se; awareness of
what was done well, accompanied by an
effort to broaden this perception instead of
overestimating the negative side; a sense of
learning and willingness not to repeat the
same mistakes.

Pleasantness and the need for time spent
alone; solitude as an opportunity to read,
listen to music, and enjoy one’s own
company.

Being selective in friendships over time,
especially in late life, which is considered as
something positive regardless of the social
result achieved.

right away, which ends up being more thoughtful and calmer, doesn’t it? In
many aspects of life”

“I feel a difference. Sometimes, I forget things, my routine is different, I
speak faster, [and] I would like to control things, but I can’t. Life helps us
a lot; it’s different for me living here now than it was in my home before. I
want to help people as much as I can, but it’s not always possible.”

“There is indeed a greater connection with the universe, I think, a different
sensitivity. I felt, I feel, it was a transformation; it was almost a radical
transformation, from my youth to now, what I went through, and the
different stages of life, and there is no doubt that it was a huge transfor-
mation.”

“Yes, I agree. Because what this phase provoked in me was more time to
reflect and the need to do this reflection.”

“I feel that a lot [connection with past generations]. I think a lot about my
parents, especially my mother, who was the one I lived with the most, and
I even talk to her. Can you believe it?”

“I feel that! I feel and I think many times when I have to take action; it’s
not thinking about what my parents would do, but according to their
ideas, with the way they were, then yes, I think about it many times.”

“Pm in this moment in my life...I was watching people and thinking like,
‘Has this happened before?’ I felt it already.” [about transcending time]
“I remember some things now, and I haven’t even thought about them
for a long time. I’'m remembering, and these things are mostly pleasant. I
really think about them; that’s true for me.”

“When we are born, our day [of death] is already set; we are the ones
who don’t know. But it [the fear of death] decreases with time, the fear
decreases, and we become old people waiting for death.”

“I am aware, although I still want to stay here for a long time and partic-
ipate in things like this, but there is an awareness that I am in the end of
life, that life is ending, and maybe that is why there is a decrease in the
fear of death. We try to take care of ourselves and take care of our health
so that we have a life that is as long as possible.”

“Because of old age, I feel more mature, and I think more about others,
much more, and I feel we are one, that life is about spiritualist humanism,
not materialist humanism, that doesn’t exist anymore; matter is a tempo-
rary state of energy, so it doesn’t exist.”

“Exactly and as I grow older, I accept this idea about others, above all, to
consider the reality of others because things are not always as they seem;
sometimes, you can have a bad day and still be a beautiful, intelligent, and
good person. We need to see beyond the appearances.”

“The past is in the past. In my life, I regret some things, but that is not
good; it is better to meditate and remember the good things that I've done,
what I did badly, and reflect upon that. I think T'if I did something bad, I
tried to make something good out of it. I did mostly good things. I don’t
have any remorse. I went through horrible phases in my life, with acci-
dents and all kinds of bad things; I replaced it with good acts, and I think
that when the day comes, I will rest peacefully. That is what I think.”

“I think that when we are younger, we think it is either Black or White,
and now with age, we see gray.”

“Yes, I get along very well alone [...] Ah, there are times when I’'m at home,
I turn off the television and I read a book alone.”

“It’s a need, solitude is a need. That’s what I think, and even when one lives
with several people, one may need solitude.”

“I really think I selected people better as I was reaching old age. For me,
friendship is not just the person you will have coffee with; I think friend-
ship is something more. People will show you if they are your real friends.
And I chose my friends according to this idea. I can say that I lived most
part of my life alone because of that, but I live better now than when I had
certain so-called ‘friendships.””

“Yes, yes, yes. I get older, and I no longer have the patience to put up with
boring and reactive people.” [laughs]
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Table 2. Demonstrative Quotes on the Different Perceptions on the Theory Presented by the Participants

Gerotranscendence
topic

Different perceptions

Representative quote

Gerotranscendence in
general and the per-
ception that some-
thing changes with
the aging process

Connection with past
generations

Life and death

Ego—integrity

Solitude

Changed meaning
and importance of

The ideas or the “way of thinking” remains
the same with age, but that there are some
changes, whether in attitude or viewpoint

of life.

Along with a connection with past genera-
tions, there is also a connection with future
generations, more specifically a concern for
the future of family members.

There is still a fear of death in later life,
because there is fear of suffering, and

because there is still a lot to be experienced.

Regretting what didn’t go well is a necessary
step to prevent similar mistakes in the
future and it would be something positive
and protective.

Socializing would be more important than
spending time in solitude.

Selectivity with companies does not currently
exist, as it already happened in the past.

“Maybe my way of thinking did not change, but my attitude toward
something changed, I think it got better with age, mostly.”

“My mind is connected with [not only] the past but also with the future,
regarding my descendants [grandchildren].”

“I am aware [of life’s end], although I still want to stay here for a long
time and participate in things like this [referring to the focus group],
but there is an awareness that I am in the end of life, that life is
ending, and maybe that is why [the theory says] there is a decrease in
the fear of death. We try to take care of ourselves and take care of our
health so that we have a life that is as long as possible.”

“There are regrets. I regret many things [...] Of course, I have to recog-
nize the bad things I did; therefore, I can recognize similar situations
and make sure they will not happen again.”

“It’s depressing; being alone is depressing [...] I want to do what I like; I
want to socialize a lot more.”

“I would say that I don’t need to be [more socially] selective if I already
was like that in the past; now ’'m at peace with my life choices.”

relationships

represent how important it is to present context and expla-
nation when introducing gerotranscendence terms, as they
are not part of the participants’ vocabulary and could cause
confusion and distance the participants from the theory. As
for the coherence dimension, the participants were able to
make an association with aging by relating being coherent
with themselves throughout life and even feeling an increase
in coherence as they grew older. Such interpretation reveals
how the term “coherence” makes sense to participants, as
their understanding of the term is similar after a brief expla-
nation. This connection between coherence and aging might
be related to Erikson’s life cycle theory or lifespan theory,
more specifically to the ninth stage of the theory, in which
the life crisis would be integrity versus despair (Yount, 2009).
This stage also mentions an ego—integrity process, which was
an inspiration for Tornstam’s idea of ego—integrity (Tornstam,
2005, 2011). Those who reach integrity would have a higher
feeling of well-being and a sense of restructuring and comple-
tion of their lives (Cabaco & Mateos, 2019; Yount, 2009).
After a brief explanation of gerotranscendence theory was
provided to the participants, they shared their personal per-
ceptions and relatable thoughts and experiences about the
theory. The participants were able to relate to all topics pre-
sented and even narrated personal experiences to exemplify
their viewpoints, which might mean that gerotranscendence
was relevant and significant. These findings corroborate those
of previous studies that reported how assumptions on gero-
transcendence are naturally brought up in the discourse of
older adults (Heinz et al., 2017; Jeong et al., 2012; van Rhyn
et al., 2022). The spontaneity in which these themes appeared
and the ease with which the respondents related aspects of
the theory to their own lives indicate that these topics may
have already been the subjects of reflection at some point in
their lives, reinforcing the relevance of gerotranscendence for

this population and the potential need to work on it. This
is particularly noticeable as participants confirm perceiving
a change that occurs with aging, but also express that deal-
ing with these changes can be challenging (Table 1), therefore
having a space to reflect upon it with specialized professionals
can help in better addressing these issues.

However, several complementary perceptions on all three
core components of the theory were also observed. The dis-
agreements, which were few, were not necessarily opposed
to the initial ideas of the theory. The first disparity concerns
the definition of the theory itself. According to several par-
ticipants in the focus groups, there is no “transformation” or
“shift” but rather an “adjustment” that happens because of
the maturity one achieves as one gets older. This idea itself is
not very distinctive from the original, but it adds the notion
that perhaps gerotranscendence does not refer to a radical
change but rather to a progressive one that is aligned with an
individual’s life. Van Rhyn et al. (2022) explored this topic
when interviewing the oldest-old and noticed that many per-
sonal characteristics continue to evolve with age, highlighting
the idea of a progressive adjustment and connecting it with
the gerotranscendence theory. In this sense, life events, espe-
cially those that are adverse in nature, contribute to personal
development toward gerotranscendence.

The cosmic dimension discussion had interesting com-
plementary points about connections with generations and
the fear of death. Even though Tornstam (2005) postulated
about the connection gerotranscendent people had with
both younger and past generations, the author focused on
the connection with previous generations. In this study,
participants mentioned a connection with past generations,
especially parents and grandparents, but also stressed their
connections with younger generations, especially grandchil-
dren. This topic is more explored in other theories, such as
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Erikson’s life cycle theory, more specifically in the seventh
stage of life crisis, entitled “generativity vs. stagnation.” In
this stage, the positive aspect of the crisis—generativity—
would involve, among other things, caring about the com-
munity, a desire to be productive, and concern for future
generations (Gilleard, 2020; Wiktorowicz et al., 2022;
Yount, 2009). Another theory that postulates this is the
socioemotional selectivity theory, proposed by Carstensen
(2021). According to this theory, when individuals face a
limited time to live, they prioritize significant relationships
and practice meaningful activities (Heinz et al., 2017).
Participants expressed it very firmly, regarding connection
with generations, as well as solitude, as they affirmed how
meaningful it is to have the family close, reminiscing mem-
ories, and creating new moments with them. From this per-
spective, generativity can create a desire for immortality,
as it increases one’s connection with family members and
cultural elements; at the same time, it can create death anx-
iety or a death-denial attitude among older adults (Major
et al., 2016). This aspect could be related to the fear of
death shared by the participants, especially because the fear
of death is deeply related to the fear of suffering or being
a burden to family members (Baars, 2017; Cicirelli, 2003;
Rezapour, 2022).

The coherence dimension had one point in which the par-
ticipants brought complementary reflections. Regarding ego—
integrity, some participants mentioned having regrets in life
but not in the sense of dwelling on their mistakes from the
past but in terms of learning from these mistakes as a form
of maturation, which might be a different approach to ego—
integrity. This approach is mentioned by reminiscence theory
and by the life review concept (Butler, 1963). Both postulate
the importance of recalling past events or experiences and
reviewing the past in different ways, especially in later life,
and they have been referred to as a means to achieve gero-
transcendence (Wadensten & Higglund, 2006). The regrets
mentioned by participants were mainly perceived as a way to
learn something and to do it differently in the future, not as a
way to ruminate the mistakes. Therefore, regretting some past
situations to reflect upon them and learn might be as useful
as not having any regrets, as both paths can lead to the accep-
tance of life and to a redefinition of reality, which are the core
elements of the gerotranscendence ego—integrity (Tornstam,
2011; Xu, 2018).

In the solitude dimension, the participants had different
ideas about the need to be alone. They acknowledged its
importance but considered cherishing moments with loved
ones as something more significant to their well-being.
Participants, in general, expressed how significant it was for
them to spend time with family, friends, and even meeting
new people, as long as these persons were considered inter-
esting. Sharing moments with loved ones was something so
important that the idea of intentionally spending time alone
seemed strange for them. It is noteworthy that the partici-
pants had a difficult time understanding the concept, as it was
new to them (which could affect their perceptions). As for the
“changed meaning and importance of relationships,” many
participants had a complementary idea that they considered
themselves careful in choosing their relationships throughout
life, so they did not recognize such changes in late life. These
thoughts, which show a need to spend time with family and
close friends, are related to the socioemotional selectivity the-
ory (Carstensen, 2021).

The Gerontologist, 2025, Vol. 65, No. 5

Gerotranscendence seems to be linked to the study partic-
ipants’ contextual background—the current generation of
Portuguese older adults is very religious and connected with
their beliefs (Coutinho, 2023). This aspect may explain how
easily the participants found relatable thoughts and experi-
ences with the cosmic dimension, which was often perceived
through the lens of spirituality and religion (e.g., about feeling
in the present and in the past at the same time). Portuguese
older adults also tend to have an attachment to family mem-
bers and value their time with family and close friends (Von
Humboldt et al., 2012), which can explain their connections
with past and younger generations and their perceptions of
being selective with friends throughout life.

In summary, this study shows that older adults are not
familiar with the gerotranscendence terms, however, when
presented with the meaning of the theory’s aspects, the par-
ticipants could relate to what was presented, considering it
as meaningful. Laypeople’s perspectives are, in general, well
connected with gerotranscendence theory, adding relevance
to the theory, and corroborating its importance for the aging
process. However, the reported complementary points about
considering that their “way of thinking” remained the same
over the years, the connection with younger generations, the
fear of death, some regrets toward life choices, not recogniz-
ing benefits of solitude, and that being selective with friend-
ships is not something that happens with old age but rather
throughout life indicate that the theory can be more flexible
and connected with other aging perspectives. The aim was to
explore gerotranscendence aspects from older adults’ perspec-
tives and gain insights into their understanding of the theory
as a way to provide interventions that unite the gerotrans-
cendence theory and the older adults’ perceptions, suggest-
ing that future gerotranscendence interventions might benefit
from considering harmonizing concepts, such as generativity
and reminiscence. From this study, it is also possible to con-
clude that, when working with humanistic and developmental
theories for older age, it is insightful to explore the opinion
of those to whom the theory is directed, as a way to verify
if academic perceptions are aligned to laypersons’ needs and
experiences. Finally, exploring a new social approach also
revealed particularities that can change according to cultural
elements, for example, how solitude did not seem to be as
appreciated as in studies from Nordic (e.g., Tornstam, 2005)
and Asian countries (e.g., Wang, 2011). This difference might
be a matter of different definitions, perceptions, or even val-
ues associated with the term depending on the individual or,
in this case, the country. As there are no specifications on how
solitude was presented to participants, nor the values of the
participants were assessed it is not possible to define the rea-
son why the results were different when comparing to these
studies.

Limitations and Future Research

Having three focus groups in this study can be seen as a
possible limitation to the discussion of the topic. This is
because each group may have addressed specific issues that
the other groups did not, potentially restricting the depth
of the overall conversation. If the focus groups were con-
solidated into one, a more comprehensive and integrated
discussion would have been facilitated. However, this would
make the group too large for a focus group, which would
mean that many participants would not have opportunity to
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express their opinion. This study also did not assess gero-
transcendence through any scale or instrument (e.g., the
Gerotranscendence Scale Type 2) to verify whether gero-
transcendence levels were high among the participants who
constituted the focus groups. Even though the participants
had a chance to revisit life aspects and reflect on their expe-
riences, another limitation is the lack of reflection on how
the participants could be more gerotranscendent as a way
to improve the benefits participants could have from taking
part in the study. This could be done by asking the par-
ticipants what they think one could do to become more
gerotranscendent. Future research could also explore the
connections between gerotranscendence and other models
of successful aging, as investigating how gerotranscendence
aligns or contrasts with established aging theories and deter-
mining the practical implications of such similarities and
differences are suggested. This approach will contribute to
a broader understanding of older adults’ needs and prefer-
ences in the context of successful aging.

Another important issue for future studies is the need to
comprehend how gerotranscendence can be understood in
different cultural settings. The participants from the focus
groups had an idea of the theory and its components based
on the meaning of the words comprising it, but they could not
further elaborate on their ideas. It is important to highlight
that this difficulty in understanding without previous expla-
nations can indicate the complexity of the theory’s designa-
tion and its components (e.g., mentioning the term “cosmic”)
and the importance of having a higher educational back-
ground to explain such abstract matters. When dealing with
a population with a few years of education, professionals
may need to adapt the language they use for inclusion. This
is a topic that needs attention, although it is not frequently
discussed in gerotranscendence research (Chen et al., 2019;
Wadensten & Higglund, 2006; Wang et al., 2011); even
interventions targeting gerotranscendence lack to present a
thorough reflection on this issue and may need to address the
challenges of discussing gerotranscendence with participants
with lower education background (Abreu et al., 2023). Future
studies that aim to perform interventions to develop gerotran-
scendence should take this into consideration and provide a
brief explanation of the theory and its dimensions for better
comprehension.

Finally, continuing the incorporation of lay perspectives
into the investigation of aging theories is essential. By access-
ing laypersons’ perspectives, researchers can gain valuable
qualitative data that can enrich the depth of their studies.
This approach ensures that the research is not only exclu-
sively focused on academic or theoretical viewpoints but also
embraces the lived experiences of older individuals, allowing
a more holistic understanding of the subject matter.
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