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This paper presents bibliometrical results on the development of geronto-
psychology in the last quarter of the 20th century. Analyses are based on
the psychology literature documented in PsycINFO, covering mainly
publications from the Anglo-American region, and PSYNDEX, covering
publications from the German-speaking countries, for the years 1977 to
2000. Results show that both literature bodies on gerontopsychology have
steadily grown, in absolute terms, since the beginning of the last quarter
of the 20th century. The geropsychology literature in the German-speak-

ing countries has grown faster than the Anglo-American literature. In
terms of a relative frequency view, the findings support the notion that
geropsychology has found a clear and stable position within psychology
as a whole in both research communities, contributing 1–3% to the over-
all psychology literature and 8–15% (PsycINFO) respectively 30–50%
(PSYNDEX) to the overall developmental psychology literature since
1978.
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The present work aims to add a quantitatively oriented
piece of information to the existing body of narrative
treatises on the history of geropsychology (e. g., Achen-
baum, 1995; Baltes & Baltes, 1992; Birren, 1961a,b, 1996;
Birren & Schroots, 2000, 2001; Thomae, 1994). The basic
idea of this kind of analysis is that trajectories inherent
in the quantitative evolution of the literature tell us
something substantial about the developmental dynam-
ics and standing of geropsychology within its parent dis-
cipline (i. e., psychology) as well as about the develop-
mental dynamics and standing of its subfields.

The first major treatise on the history of geropsy-
chology was Birren’s well-known two-part article in the
first volume of The Gerontologist (Birren, 1961a,b). Birren
suggested at that time the following differentiation
within the historical development of geropsychology:
(1) the early period, 1835–1918; (2) the beginning of sys-
tematic studies, 1918–1940; and (3) the period of expan-
sion 1946–1960. In the early 1960s geropsychology en-
tered into what might be called (4) a consolidation peri-

od of its development, which in hindsight can be seen as
roughly ending around the end of the 1970s/beginning
of the 1980s, a point in time when  geropsychology
became (5) a well-established gerontological and psy-
chological subdiscipline (Achenbaum, 1995; Birren &
Schroots, 2000, 2001). With respect to historical issues,
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Klaus Riegel’s (1977) chapter in the first edition of his
volume is now a classic review of the literature which,
assisted by S. Brumer, consisted of a painstaking biblio-
metrical analysis covering the period between 1920 and
1972. Riegel found that geropsychology publications ac-
celerated particularly after World War II up to 1972 with
a climax of 247 publications in the year 1969.

The present analysis aims to extend this early work
concerned with the evolution of the geropsychology lit-
erature by addressing two aspects of its recent develop-
mental dynamic. First, the development and role of ge-
ropsychology as a subfield of psychology is an impor-
tant topic of our analysis. A second guiding idea for this
work was to provide a comparison between geropsy-
chology developments in the Anglo-American region
and German-speaking countries based on the assump-
tion that such international contrasts add to our under-
standing of the field and counteract an overly narrow
country-specific view in whatever direction (see also
Birren & Schroots, 2000, for an international perspec-
tive). To our knowledge, no such bibliometric analysis
has been conducted before.

Method

The present analysis is based on an online/CD-ROM
search of the psychology literature documented in Psyc-
INFO and PSYNDEX covering the years 1977 to 2000. It
is significant to know that overlap between literature
documents in PsycINFO and PSYNDEX does not exceed
5–7%. Thus, double counting cannot substantially have
impacted on any trend reported in this paper. As de-
scriptors to detect geropsychological work, the index
terms “aged” and “very old” as well as the Classification
Code (CC) “gerontology” were used in logical “or” con-
junction. With respect to the identification of the gero-
psychology subfields considered in this work, the fol-
lowing index terms were used for cognitive functioning:
“cognitive development,” “intellectual development,”
“intelligence,” “memory,” and “cognitive abilities.” The
subfield of life experiences/coping was addressed by
use of the index terms “life experiences” and “coping
behavior,” while the subfield life satisfaction/well-be-
ing was addressed by exactly the same index terms. Fi-
nally, geropsychology research concerned with behav-
ioral competence was identified by use of the index
terms “activities of daily living,” “competence,” “leisure
time,” and “recreation.”

Besides one central result addressing the develop-
ment of the quantitative literature in absolute terms, all
other findings of the present work are based on relative
frequencies, with the absolute number of literature cita-
tions taken as the basis for this calculation for each year
of publication, respectively. Subfields of psychology
used as a background of comparison for the develop-
ment of the geropsychology literature were identified by
the Classification Codes (CC).

Results

Development of Geropsychology Within Psychology as
its Parent Discipline

Figure 1a depicts the recent development of geropsy-
chology literature citations in absolute terms. One re-
markable aspect of the developmental trajectories found
in both regions is the clear increase since 1978 and a pla-
teau beginning around 1986–88 and lasting until the end
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Figure 1
Absolute frequencies of geropsychology (a, top) and psy-
chology (b, bottom) literature citations 1978–2000 in Psyc-
INFO and PSYNDEX.
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of the century (the decrease in 2000 should be ignored
because of incomplete documentation in both systems).
Obviously, the plateaus depicted in Figure 1a are at dif-
ferent levels, very roughly amounting to 500–600 litera-
ture citations per year in PsycINFO and 200–300 litera-
ture citations per year in PSYNDEX.

It is also remarkable that geropsychology literature
citations in the Anglo-American region have roughly
doubled between 1978 and the beginning of the plateau
phase, which in a sense echoes Riegel’s (1977) estimation
that the geropsychology literature has doubled every 8.3
years between 1873 and 1972. In contrast, the rate of in-
crease in the German-speaking region is much higher
during this period of time, amounting roughly to a factor of
10 between 1978 and the beginning of the plateau phase.

Moreover, as can be seen by also taking Figure 1b
into consideration, which depicts psychology as a whole,
the trajectory of the geropsychology literature of Ger-
man-speaking countries, in absolute terms, is roughly
similar to the development of psychology in this region
in general. In contrast, the Anglo-American psychology
literature as a whole kept growing until the early 1990s,
whereas growth in the subfield of geropsychology had
already stopped in the second half of the 1980s.

Development of the Geropsychology Literature
Compared to Other Psychology Subfields

Figure 2a shows the development of geropsychology lit-
erature in the Anglo-American region compared to the
growth of developmental psychology (considered here
only without work on human aging), environmental psy-
chology, and experimental psychology. In particular, the
relative frequencies of these bodies of literature com-
pared to all psychology literature citations of each year
between 1978 and 2000 are depicted. As can be seen, the
Anglo-American geropsychology literature consistently
comprised about 1% of the total psychology literature
across the observation period.

The 1% rate of the Anglo-American geropsychology
literature between 1978 and 2000 is clearly and consis-
tently higher than the rate of the other rather new psy-
chology subdiscipline considered here, namely, environ-
mental psychology. Furthermore, Figure 2a also shows
that the proportion of experimental psychology litera-
ture has decreased between 1978 and the early 1990s,
followed by a sort of recovery since that time and the end
of the century. In contrast, the literature on developmen-
tal psychology (excluding aging research) shows a slight
but rather consistent decreasing tendency across the ob-
servation period. Obviously, and as to be expected, both

of these bodies of literature have a much higher share of
the research market compared to geropsychology, but
always below 10% of the total.

The development of geropsychology literature in the
German-speaking region shows both similarities and dif-
ferences compared with the Anglo-American region
(Fig. 2b). In both regions, the geropsychology literature is
clearly and consistently larger than that of environmental
psychology between 1978 and 2000. It is worth noting,
however, that the percentage of the geropsychology liter-
ature in the German-speaking research community al-
ways comprises more than 1% of the total psychology
literature and even shows considerable increase of up to
3% by the end of the 1980s. That is, although the absolute
number of publications in geropsychology has remained
at the same level since the end of the 1980s, the relative
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Figure 2
Relative frequencies of geropsychology literature citations
as compared to developmental psychology (excluding ag-
ing), environmental psychology, and experimental psychol-
ogy 1978–2000 in PsycINFO (a, top) and PSYNDEX (b, bot-
tom).
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contribution of the geropsychology literature to psychol-
ogy as a whole has markedly increased since that time in
the German-speaking countries. This trend cannot be ob-
served in the Anglo-American region. Another difference
between both regions is reflected in the relative frequency
of the developmental psychology literature, which tends
to be lower in the German-speaking countries, oscillating
across the observation period somewhat, but remaining
close to 5%. Finally, the proportion of research dedicated
to experimental psychology in the German-speaking re-
gion tends to be higher, although it reveals a similar de-
velopmental trajectory compared to the Anglo-American
region.

Next, we were interested in the contribution of the
geropsychology literature to the developmental psy-
chology in total (that is, including all ages). Figure 3
shows there is a clear difference between the Anglo-
American and German geropsychology in this regard.
While geropsychological publications in the Anglo-
American region rather consistently constitute 10% of
the total developmental psychology literature (with the
exception of one publication year, 1993), the geropsycho-
logical literature from German-speaking countries con-
sistently amounts to much more of the developmental
literature, peaking at about 50% in the early 1990s (1992).
Furthermore, although there is much fluctuation in the
literature development in the German-speaking region,
it has tended to increase since 1978. Hence, particularly
in the German-speaking countries, geropsychology has
become a very substantial portion of the developmental
psychology literature since 1978, comprising between
roughly 30% to 50% of the developmental literature

since the second half of the 1980s. This trend is less clear
in the Anglo-American region.

Discussion

Our bibliometrical results show that both literature bod-
ies on geropsychology have steadily grown, in absolute
terms, since the beginning of the last quarter of the 20th
century. The geropsychology literature in the German-
speaking countries has grown faster than the Anglo-
American literature. Possible reasons may lie either (1)
in a time delay in the evolution of geropsychology re-
search and its consolidation in the German-speaking
countries or (2) in special research interests in geropsy-
chology basing on the prominent European traditions in
aging research (e. g., Quêtelet, 1835; Bühler, 1933; Tho-
mae, 1959). To sum up, geropsychology has reached a
stage of mature development at the close of the 20th cen-
tury, having left behind what Birren (1961a) called its
early period.

Another result is that in both the Anglo-American
and German-speaking research community the geropsy-
chology literature has remained relatively stable in abso-
lute terms since the late 1980s. With respect to this plateau
phase of geropsychology publication activity, at least two
interpretations, one more positive, the other more nega-
tive, seem reasonable to us. From a more positive point
of view, reaching the plateau reflects the beginning of a
mature science period, producing a constant output on
the relative highest level since its unfolding as a scientific
discipline. The more negative explanation for this trend
would refer to a decrease in the resources devoted to in-
ternational geropsychology research across the years.

In terms of a relative frequency view, our findings
support the notion that geropsychology has found a
clear and stable position within psychology as a whole
in both research communities, contributing between 1%
and 3% to the overall psychology literature since 1978.
However, in both regions, the relative contributions of
geropsychology to the total psychology literature were
also clearly and consistently higher compared than en-
vironmental psychology, another “trendy” and interdis-
ciplinary subfield of psychology. Its contribution to the
total psychology literature, however, is tentatively lower
compared to a third “trendy” subfield not explicitly ad-
dressed in the present work, namely, health psychology,
which lies above 4% in the German-speaking countries
and significantly above 1% in the Anglo-America region
since 1990 (Krampen & Montada, 1998, 2000).
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Relative frequencies of geropsychology literature citations
of all developmental psychology literature   citations
1978–2000 in PsycINFO and PSYNDEX.
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Differences between both regions were found with
regard to the relative contribution of geropsychology to
developmental psychology as a whole, which was much
higher in the German-speaking countries. The major
reason for this may lie in the strong tradition of child
psychology in North America, thus reducing the overall
proportion of developmental psychology in the Anglo-
American geropsychological literature.

Obviously, bibliometrical analyses of the kind pre-
sented here provide only a limited tool for historical
analysis. Although they can tell us something about the
growth of a science, they afford only a very coarse pic-
ture—and say nothing, for example, of the “good” or
“bad” ideas or methods inherent to branches of scientific
inquiry. It might also be worth the effort to complement
such an analysis by taking advantage of other means of
quantitative literature analysis such as citations rate
analysis (e. g., Fischer, 2000), which were beyond the
scope of this paper. On the other hand, taken together
with narrative historical perspectives, bibliometrical
analyses can add to a more comprehensive and multi-
faceted view of scientific evolution.
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