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Foreword
Pasqualina Perrig-Chiello

Certain books are eagerly anticipated and long overdue. „Gender, health, and
ageing“ is such a book. Its topic is relevant in many different ways. The demographic and societal changes of the past decades, such as longevity and improvement of public health, have definitely created new and often very distinct
realities for men and women. However, these diversities have only marginally
and fragmentally been the topic of research endeavours. There is, for example, a
general growing awareness for the societal phenomenon of „feminization of old
age“, yet the topic and its psychosocial and health-related consequences haven’t
attracted the scientific interest they would have deserved. It is noteworthy, that
still until a few decades ago, the majority of geriatric and gerontological studies
were oriented towards male standards without considering gender effects. Even
though subsequent studies increasingly began to focus on differences between
women and men, they referred mainly to the biological sex of a person and not to
their gender belonging. Due to these scientific neglects and limitations, the state
of the art in the field of gender, health and ageing is sketchy and often enough
contradictory (Perrig-Chiello & Höpflinger, 2004). Do older women really have
more physical and mental health problems than older men, or are these findings
influenced by a gender bias, due to a different awareness and understanding of
health and illness? Is there truly a higher incidence for Alzheimer’s dementia for
women than for men, or is the apparently higher incidence simply the consequence of women’s higher life expectancy? What are the physical and mental
health costs of being the main caregiver of spouses, in-laws and partners, considering that this is a role many women have to fill from middle-age on? It’s impossible to find satisfactory answers to all these questions without considering the
cultural and social living context of the subjects studied, and without adopting a
life course perspective (Perrig-Chiello & Höpflinger, 2003). The inclusion of
gender as a social reality in the broadest sense is therefore an absolute prerequisite for gaining valid information.
Gender is not only a neglected, but also a highly complex construct, which
cannot be allotted to one single discipline and thus demands a multi- or even an
interdisciplinary approach. In view of the complexity of the issue it is furthermore frustrating to see that a large majority of scientific work done so far was
not only mono-disciplinary but also to a large extent purely descriptive and the-
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ory-poor. As a consequence, we are faced with the impossibility to grasp the underlying complex causes and mechanisms of gender, health, and ageing. However,
in order to enable optimal age- and gender-appropriate assessment, prevention, and
intervention in-depth, multi-causal, and innovative approaches are needed.
Based on what has been stated so far, the book „Gender, health, and ageing“
is of particular significance. Its editors, Gertrud Backes, Vera Lasch, and Katja
Reimann, did not balk at tackling such a complex and demanding issue. They
have compiled a reader that identifies the research gaps already mentioned and
proposes a multidisciplinary view of the topic. In addition, the international lineup of authors permits a comparative, European perspective of the issue. The
authors manage to reveal in an impressive manner the necessity of a gender perspective in aging and health research, as well as the necessity of an age and
health-related perspective in gender research. Various contributions adopt a life
course approach and include further aspects of body, physicalness and identity,
which have previously been neglected by the social sciences. In a society in
which „anti-ageing“ has become a buzzword, scientific analyses of ageism –
which is not infrequently paired with sexism – form a crucial basis for a differentiated understanding of the constituents of illness and health in old age (PerrigChiello, 2005).
All things considered, this book contains a wealth of data integrated in a coherent theoretical framework, thus yielding vital elements for a gender and ageappropriate health practice.
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