Why Recruit Students to Gerontological Social Work
Dramatic demographic global changes are transforming every aspect of our society and creating
unparalleled policy and practice challenges.


All world regions are experiencing an increase in the absolute and relative size of their older
populations.



By the year 2050, one out of every seven people in the world will be 65 years or older.



In the U.S., the 49% increase among those 45 to 64 years of age in 2000—the biggest jump of any age
group—prefigures the Baby Boomer’s entry into the 65 plus cohort in 2010.



Those over age 65 will double to more than 70 million by the year 2030, which means 20% of the
U.S. population—greater than the percentage of elders in Florida today.



Significant to issues of social justice, the number of those over age 85—elders with the highest rates
of chronic illness, poverty, and living alone—is expected to quintuple to more than 19 million by
2050.



With centenarians as the fastest growing age group, one million people over age 100 will be alive by
2050.



The older population worldwide is becoming more ethnically and racially diverse. The percentage of
elders of color will grow from the current 17% to over 33% by 2050, faster than the growth rate of the
Caucasian population.



A generation of life has been added to average life expectancy, resulting in more three, four and five
generation families.



For children born in 1900, by age 30, only 21% had grandparents alive; for those born in 2000, by age
30, 76% will have at least one grandparent alive.

The Universality of the Aging Experience across the Life Course


Aging is a normal process that affects all of us, not an incurable problem.



Age is the one social position that we all hold, regardless of our gender, race/ethnicity, class, religion,
sexual orientation, or physical/mental ability. And ageism is the one “ism” that we all encounter. We
ARE the “rapidly aging society.” It is not in the distant future or happening to someone else!



More people living longer is actually a medical success story—not a crisis. The crisis is the growing
economic and racial inequities across generations.



Older people themselves are not the problem. Age-associated problems and age-based inequities are
often created by whether and how our society chooses to respond to the needs of our older population.



Practice and policy challenges compel us to develop cross-generational partnerships that foster new
ways for young and old to contribute productively across generations—especially in times of scarce
resources.



Issues of aging and older adults are linked with all the fields of practice—substance abuse, mental
health, health care, child welfare (e.g., a growing number of grandparents are primary caregivers to
grandchildren), or corrections (e.g., the graying of the inmate population). Aging across the life course
is inextricably intertwined with all that social workers do!

The Documented Need for Geriatric Social Workers


The need for social workers with geriatric knowledge, skills, and values is escalating. In the past, most
social work graduates have not been prepared to work effectively with older adults and their families
nor to work across generations—even though many graduates readily move into settings where older
adults are served.



60,000 to 70,000 geriatric social workers will be needed by 2020, yet less than 10% of that projected
number is now available (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004).



The demand for geriatric social workers will increase by 45% by 2015 (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2002).



Geriatric social work ranks as one of the top 20 careers in terms of growth potential (US News and
World Report).



Employment in the field of geriatric social work is expected to increase faster than the average of all
other occupations through 2015, due in part to shorter hospital stays and the need for care
coordination at discharge (U.S Department of Health and Human Services, 2006).



The number of social workers in long-term care settings is projected to increase from 36,000 in 2002
to 55,000 in 2012, to 109,000 by 2050 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004a).



An Institute on Medicine 2008 Report concluded that the supply of health care providers, including
social workers, is inadequate for meeting the health and psychosocial needs of the future older adults.



With the projected decrease in the number of available informal caregivers, the role of social work in
care coordination and chronic disease management will be even greater in the future.

The Gap between the Need and Supply
•

Only 9 percent of a 2005 sample of licensed National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
members identified aging as their specific field of practice, with less than 5% specifically trained in
gerontological social work (NASW, 2006a,b)



Nearly 75% of this sample worked in some capacity with older adults but had not necessarily been
trained to do so (NASW, 2006a).



The MSW is the predominant social work degree for licensed social workers serving older adults
(80%). Of all individuals with a social work title who serve older adults, 11% have a BSW degree and
7% have no formal social work degree (NASW, 2006a, b).
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Recent graduates are less likely to work in aging then those who graduated in the 1970s. Geriatric
social workers are older on average (median age of 50 years) than practitioners in other fields, and are
nearing retirement age. Ten percent of practitioners with an MSW and 8 percent with a BSW reported
in 2005 that they plan to retire in two years. When they do so, the demand for geriatric workers is
projected to increase even more (NASW, 2006a, b).



Geriatric social workers are less diverse in racial and ethnic backgrounds than the current older
population they serve and the U.S. civilian population. This gap will grow with the projected
increased diversity of elders by 2030 (NASW, 2006a).
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