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Business and Aging: The Silver Industries Seminar 
 
 
 
Over the quarter-century or so that my research has focused on the multiple linkages 
among business and aging I have been seeking new ways of energizing students to 
share the excitement found in those linkages—as well as in mastering the concepts, 
issues, and data found in both gerontology and business. After recognizing that 
traditional lecture-exam-term-paper formats didn’t seem to do the job, I decided to try 
a “simulated gerontology-business consultant” model. The focus is on “Silver 
Industries”—companies that do, can, or want to provide their goods and services to an 
“aging” market and population. 
 
The process goal/mechanism of the Silver Industries Seminar is that each student 
plays the role of gerontology consultant to “a business,” culminating with the 
consultant’s report to the Board of Directors showing how “gerontology” in all its 
majesty and complexity can make the business more successful. The intellectual goal 
is, more simply, to explore and understand how gerontology dynamics influence 
business dynamics. 
 
Over the course of about eight years, versions of the Seminar were taught at both the 
graduate and undergraduate levels, at universities in Pennsylvania, North Carolina, 
and California. In each offering the format was fairly much the same, including two 
basic sections. The first “half” of the course identified four kinds of aging, or “Four 
Lenses” through which age and aging can be viewed: Population Aging, Individual 
Aging, Family Aging, and Generational Aging. Through this framework many if not 
most of the basic concepts of gerontology can be taught. A basic pedagogical value of 
the Four Lenses construction is to repeatedly emphasize to students that age (and 
aging) is much more complex than they might have thought. One of the mantras, for 
example, is: Gerontology is not the study of old people.  
 
The second half of the course is where the fun begins. At the start of the semester the 
syllabus introduced the Gerontology Consultant format in which each student 
becomes responsible for the research and analysis demonstrating to the business-
client how gerontological dynamics (not forgetting the Four Lenses fraamework) will 
make the business more successful. Additional reading and classroom discussion of 
gerontology-business interactions are introduced, for example: Tangential Marketing is 
when a product or service is marketed to the buyer who may not be the user, as when 
grandparents buy toys for grandchildren, or when 63-year-old “kids” influence 
housing decisions for their 89-year-old parent(s). 
 
Each semester a different kind of business was selected to be the client for the Term 
Project. For example:  
 
(1) You are the gerontology consultant to the Florida Shopping Channel and are given 
responsibility for a 1-hour slot to identify and market products targeted to an “aging” 



082317-Neal Cutler, Silver Industries seminar-1.docx, Page 2 of 2 
 

market; what do you select and how does your gerontology expertise help? [And, by 
the way, what differences if any would there be if this was the Nebraska Shopping 
Channel?]  (2) Acme Financial wants to create a new mutual fund specializing in 
stocks which will increase in value in response to the dynamics of “aging”. Recognizing 
that health is not the only issue that is important to aging people and families, what 
companies would you add to the new fund? (3) Exercise Inc. has a new product 
developed primarily for younger adults but believes it can be marketed successfully to 
“older” men and women. Using your gerontology knowledge, what’s the best plan? 
(4) Create your own business, something you’ve dreamed about doing some day. How 
does your knowledge of gerontology contribute to making this a successful business? 
 
During the final week of the semester each student, Gerontology Consultant, presents 
his/her report to the company’s Board of Directors (the rest of the Seminar), along 
with PowerPoint and handouts as appropriate. At least three of the four Lenses are 
required to be included in the analysis. Over the years this format has been used, I 
have found gerontology student interest and enthusiasm for business issues to be 
noticeably higher than in traditional lecture-exam-term-paper formats. In a couple 
semesters we did test runs of the consultant presentation a couple weeks early, and 
the student critiques and suggestions to each other became an especially valuable 
aspect of the Seminar. Not surprisingly, the professor learned a lot too! 
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