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Where does ageism 
come from?
A brief history

Why should we 
care? 
What do the data show?

What does ageism look 
like?
A few important examples

How can we do better?
Let’s Reframe Aging!







https://www.statista.com/statistics/208048/median-age-of-population-in-the-usa-by-state/



https://www.statista.com/statistics/241494/median-age-of-the-us-population/



Source: US census



https://www.statista.com/statistics/457822/share-of-old-age-population-in-the-total-us-population/





1 in 2 people are ageist toward 

older people

https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/demographic-change-and-healthy-
ageing/combatting-ageism/global-report-on-ageism



Ageism
is coming 

for

YOU!



Why should we care? 
What do the data show?

Health impacts of ageism1



Health impacts of ageism
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Health impacts of ageism

Hu, R. X., Luo, M., Zhang, A., & Li, L. W. (2021). Associations of ageism and health: a 
systematic review of quantitative observational studies. Research on Aging, 43(7-8), 311-322.
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Health impacts of ageism

Levy, B. R., Slade, M. D., Chang, E. S., Kannoth, S., & Wang, S. Y. (2020). Ageism amplifies cost and prevalence of health 
conditions. The Gerontologist, 60(1), 174-181.



Where does ageism come from?
A brief history2



A systematic stereotyping of 
and discrimination against 

older people [just] because 

they are old
Butler, 1969, 1975
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Where does ageism come from?
A brief history

Cultural narratives of 
older women
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1935
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1965

Where does ageism come from?
A brief history
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P O L I T I C A L  P OW E R 

P R O T E C T I O N I S T
When we wanted to protect older people, we 

enacted big social programs like Social Security and 

Medicare

B U R D E N S O M E
When we felt that older people were a burden, we 

marginalized them and put them in poor houses at 

the edge of town

G R E E D Y  G E E Z E R S

When older people formed advocacy groups and 

gained political power and entitlements, we called 

them "greedy"

Social Construction
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P R O T E C T I O N I S T
When we wanted to protect older people, we 

enacted big social programs like Social Security and 

Medicare

B U R D E N S O M E
When we felt that older people were a burden, we 

marginalized them and put them in poor houses at 

the edge of town

G R E E D Y  G E E Z E R S

When older people formed advocacy groups and 

gained political power and entitlements, we called 

them "greedy"

P O S T - A G E I S T  S O C I E T Y ?
How can we get here?!
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Brief summary

(aka why does any of this matter?!)





Where does ageism come from?
A brief history

But WHY are we so ageist?



Where does ageism come from?
A brief history

But WHY are we so ageist?

Micro level

Meso level

Macro level



Where does ageism come from?
A brief history

Terror Management Theory

Micro level



Where does ageism come from?
A brief history

Intergenerational Conflict Theory

Meso level



Where does ageism come from?
A brief history

Modernization Theory

Macro level



Brief summary

(aka why does any of this matter?!)
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A few important examples3



What does ageism look like?
A few important examples

Think
Stereotyping

Feel
Bias & Prejudice

Act
Discrimination



What does ageism look like?
A few important examples
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What does ageism look like?
A few important examples

Elderspeak

Shaw, C. A., & Gordon, J. K. (2021). Understanding Elderspeak: An Evolutionary Concept 
Analysis. Innovation in aging, 5(3), igab023.



Elderspeak



Can we talk about long term care?



✓ Over-protectionism
(surplus safety)

✓ Small spaces

✓ Poor reimbursement

✓ No $$ for remodeling

✓ No education re ageism

✓ Not enough staff

WHY is this?



How can we do better?
Let’s Reframe Aging!4
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ELDERLY DECLINE



ELDERLY DECLINE



OLDER 
PERSON

WORKING

LIVING

ENJOYING



OLDER 
PERSON

WORKING

LIVING

ENJOYING



We are 
all aging

We have 
collective 
responsibility



How can we do better?
Let’s Reframe Aging!



How can we do better?
Let’s Reframe Aging!

What matters: Justice
Visibility

Inclusion

Trust

Access
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Vow to:



How can we do better?
Let’s Reframe Aging!Vow to:

Use “older 
people”

Notice when 
you might be 
stereotyping

Listen closely 
to your older 
patients (and 
talk directly to 
them)

Zero tolerance 
policy for 
elderspeak and 
patronizing acts

Find ways to 
include older 
people in 
decisionmaking

Educate 
yourself, your 
friends, 
colleagues, & 
staff about 
ageism

Remind others 
about our  
ageist 
tendencies



How can we do better?
Let’s Reframe Aging!Vow to:

Use “older 
people”

Notice when 
you might be 
stereotyping

Listen closely 
to your older 
patients (and 
talk directly to 
them)

Zero tolerance 
policy for 
elderspeak and 
patronizing acts

Find ways to 
include older 
people in 
decisionmaking

Educate 
yourself, your 
friends, 
colleagues, & 
staff about 
ageism

Remind others 
about our  
ageist 
tendencies

Zero tolerance policy 
for jokes about older 

people 
(no exceptions!)



Mary Lou Ciolfi, JD, MS
University of Maine Center on Aging

marylou.ciolfi@maine.edu

Thank you!!

Follow us on Twitter

@mlciolfi

@reframingaging

#endageism


