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This, in turn, led to further strengthening of their physical func-
tion. (See Figure 1 below.)

Figure 1: Activating Positive Age Beliefs Improves Older Persons’ Physical Function 
over Time. Those participants exposed to positive age beliefs showed significantly 
better physical function than those in the neutral group; this beneficial influence of 
positive age beliefs grew over the two months of the study.
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carriers, as well as in older individuals in general. We found the 
advantage of age beliefs in reducing dementia risk to be much 
greater than the factors most often studied as contributing to de-
mentia risk, such as age, sex, depression, and earlier cognitive scores.

Preventing Alzheimer’s Symptoms with  

Age Beliefs and Jamaican Seasoning

Although a vast number of people who get Alzheimer’s disease de-
velop the same set of symptoms that robbed my grandfather of his 
memory and personality toward the end of his life, others with the 
same telltale buildup of amyloid plaques in their brains see their 
cognition remain relatively intact. Their brains indicate the signa-
ture biomarkers of Alzheimer’s, yet they express few, if any, clinical 
signs of the disease.

To better understand how this can happen, I spoke to several peo-
ple enrolled in a major ongoing study, the Anti-Amyloid Treatment 
in Asymptomatic Alzheimer’s Disease (A4) study, supported by the 

Figure 2: Positive Age Beliefs Reduce Risk of Dementia. These beliefs reduced the 
risk of dementia for all participants, including those with the risky gene APOE ε4.
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After discovering these connections between more-negative age 
beliefs and greater stress, I wondered whether age beliefs can also 
contribute to—or ward off—psychiatric conditions in later life, 
since stress is often a major factor in mental health issues. I under-
took a study of older military veterans, whose life circumstances 
predictably lead to higher-than-normal rates of psychiatric condi-
tions. After all, many have been exposed to combat, violent injury, 
and the deaths of fellow soldiers. In a sample of veterans from across 

Figure 3: Stress Increases Across 30 Years for Older Participants with Negative 
Age Stereotypes. Participants holding these stereotypes showed an increase in the 
stress biomarker cortisol; whereas, those holding positive age stereotypes showed a 
decline in this stress biomarker.

3



mass index (one extra year) or avoiding smoking (three extra 
years). (See Figure 4.)

Figure 4: Survival Advantage from Positive Age Beliefs. Participants with positive 
age beliefs lived an average of 7.5 years longer than those with negative age beliefs. 
This was calculated by examining the group difference in the time it took for half the 
people to be still living, as indicated by arrows.
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One Size Does Not Fit All

Not long ago, my younger daughter returned home from college for 
a long weekend, excited to talk to us about her new chosen fields of 
study. She had decided to major in philosophy and cognitive science 
and was glowing with the excited fervor of a new convert. To ex-
plain how these fields inform our view of the world, at dinner, she 
grabbed a marker and a napkin and drew two different daisy shapes, 
one with six large petals and the other with an equal number of 
smaller petals. “Which of the two central circles is bigger?” she 
asked.

Without hesitating, I pointed to the drawing on the right, since 
its central circle looked twice as big as the other one. My daughter 
smiled as she took a napkin, drew dashes to measure the diameter of 
the central circles, and then folded the napkin in half so the two sets 
of dashes were next to each other. The dashes were the same length. 
In other words, the circles were the exact same size.

Maybe you are familiar with this optical illusion. I wasn’t, but 
I can now be counted in the long line of people who have been 
tricked by it for over two hundred years, since it was first demon-
strated by the German psychologist Hermann Ebbinghaus. It’s still 
used today as a way to illustrate the pitfalls that lie in wait for our 
brains as we process information about our surroundings.

What I like about this particular illusion is that it demonstrates 
how our perception is impacted by its context. In this case, the size 
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of the petals influences how we perceive the circle in their center. 
Another interesting aspect of this illusion is that children tend to be 
immune to it. In other words, the illusion is a perceptual defect that 
we pick up as we navigate the world through time, and it’s especially 
strong in those adults who are most sensitive to their context or 
environment.1
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Figure 5: Younger Persons’ Negative Age Beliefs Increase Risk of Experiencing a 
Cardiovascular Event After Age 60.
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APPENDIX 1

ABC Method to  
Bolster Positive Age Beliefs

Most of the following exercises can be learned and carried out rap-
idly. Since age beliefs are multifaceted, operating at both uncon-
scious and conscious levels, it would be helpful to try a combination 
of these exercises, with at least one from each stage. As discussed in 
Chapter 9, the three stages consist of: increasing Awareness, placing 
Blame where blame is due, and Challenging negative age beliefs.

To strengthen these beliefs and to become more comfortable 
with them, I suggest repeating the exercises you select. What Ar-
istotle discovered twenty-four centuries ago is still true today: “We 
are what we repeatedly do.” Consistently applying these strategies 
should lead to a compounding of benefits, a snowballing effect in 
which small changes lead to a cascade of improvements.1

Here are the ABC exercises for you to try:
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Awareness Exercises

Awareness Exercise 1: Five Images of Aging

Jot down the first five words or phrases that come to mind when 
you think of an older person. Even if you already did this exercise in 
Chapter 1, try it again to see whether your age beliefs have shifted 
since you started reading this book. Again, there are no right or 
wrong answers. How many of your responses are negative and how 
many positive?

If you find yourself with lots of negatives in the Five Images exer-
cise, that doesn’t mean your views are set in stone. Most of us have 
unconsciously assimilated negative age beliefs from our surround-
ings, but we can reverse these beliefs. Becoming aware of them is 
the first step.

Awareness Exercise 2: Portfolio of Positive Role Models

Who are your older role models? List four older people you admire. 
Pick a couple from your own life and others from the world at large, 
such as history, books (including this one), TV shows, or current 
events. In that way, you’ll collect a diverse set of role models and 
associate a range of admirable qualities with aging. For each model, 
pick one or more qualities you admire and would like to strengthen 
in yourself as you get older.

Awareness Exercise 3: Noticing Age Beliefs in Media

A good way to make visible the invisible is to record both negative 
and positive images of aging that you encounter in the course of 
just one week, using a notebook or your smartphone. When you 
watch TV or stream shows, take note of whether there are any older 
characters, what roles they play, and whether these paint aging in 
a negative or positive light. As you spend time online or read the 
newspaper, write down how older persons are included and note 

9



Appendix 1

when they aren’t included. At the end of the week, tally up the 
number of negative and positive images of aging, as well as the 
number of omissions. In my studies, I found that this kind of active 
noticing helps develop a keen awareness of not just blatant ageism, 
but also the more subtle forms of exclusion and marginalization.2

Awareness Exercise 4: Awareness of Generations

Think about your five closest friends. If you’re like me, these five 
people probably have birthdays within a couple of years of yours. Of 
course, there’s nothing wrong with enjoying the company of your 
age peers, but the ease with which we keep strictly to ourselves, 
generationally speaking, is another enabler of negative age beliefs. 
Think about how to increase your intergenerational contact. Take 
a look at how many meaningful intergenerational interactions you 
had in the last week. If you have trouble thinking of many, come 
up with two activities you could undertake in the next month that 
involve different generations.

Blame-Shifting Exercises

Blame-Shifting Exercise 1: Find the Real Cause

Monitor yourself for when age stereotypes influence how you think 
about the cause of unpleasant events or challenges. If you or an 
older person you know loses keys or forgets a date or name, and 
you find yourself leaning on the term “senior moment,” remember 
that this is your negative age belief speaking, rather than an objec-
tive assessment of the aging process. Is it possible that you or the 
other person was rushed, stressed, saddened, or distracted by some-
thing when the information was being encoded or retrieved? Those 
emotional states can all heighten temporary forgetfulness. If you 
blame a sore back or not hearing something on aging, notice the 
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circumstances: Did you pick up something that was too heavy or is 
the background noise too loud? Think of two actual or hypothet-
ical mental or physical incidents that happened to you or another 
older person and was blamed on aging. Then, think of a cause that 
has nothing to do with aging to explain the incident.

Blame-Shifting Exercise 2: Who Profits?

Write down four negative age stereotypes. Name a company or in-
stitution that might benefit or profit from such a stereotype. For 
example, if you wrote down “memory loss,” you might then list 
Lumosity, a company that sells “brain training games,” often by 
drawing on the anxiety associated with the negative age belief that 
all memory inevitably declines. The company was sued by the Fed-
eral Trade Commission for preying on older consumers’ fears with 
false statements.3

Blame-Shifting Exercise 3: Sexist If It Were About a Woman?

If you aren’t sure whether a reference to or action against older people 
is ageist, try switching it so that the target is another marginalized 
group, such as women. For example, if an employer states the need 
to fire older workers, ask yourself how it would sound if the same 
comment was made about firing women. If it would sound sexist, 
consider labeling it ageist when older workers are targeted.

Challenge Exercises

Challenge Exercise 1: Dismantling Negative Age Beliefs

You can challenge negative age beliefs by presenting accurate infor-
mation. This book covers much of the science that disproves com-
mon negative age stereotypes. (It is summarized in Appendix 2: 
Ammunition to Debunk Negative Age Stereotypes.) Write down 
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three myths about aging. Practice what you might say to someone 
who thinks they are true. For instance, “The old don’t care about 
the planet.” Turns out those over sixty-five recycle more than any 
other age group (and recycling rates go up as people get older).4

If you’re like me, you may not always have a zippy one-liner avail-
able right when someone says something ageist. So it helps to have a 
few lines at the ready, or to circle back to make a comment at a later 
time that challenges an earlier ageist comment or action.

Challenge Exercise 2: Find Ways to Get Involved in Politics

You can run for political office. Alternatively, determine which 
candidates have advocated for public policies that contribute to the 
well-being of older constituents and then support their campaigns 
for office. You could also let your elected representatives know when 
you agree or disagree with their positions on legislation that is rele-
vant to older constituents.

Challenge Exercise 3: Confront Media Ageism

When you read an article that reflects negative age stereotypes, 
write to the editor or post about it on social media. One recent 
example is an ad that E-Trade (the online stock-trading platform) 
unveiled at the 2018 Super Bowl, the most watched sporting event 
in the US. The ad ridicules older people for working: we see an 
older mail carrier dropping a stack of packages; an older fireman 
being lifted off the ground when he points the hose at the sidewalk 
instead of at the fire. The elderly dentist and sports ref are no less 
bumbling and incompetent. Just in case the older age of the workers 
is not sufficiently emphasized, the words to the song playing in the 
background are “I’m 85 and I Want to Go Home,” sung to the tune 
of Harry Belafonte’s ballad “Day-O.”

The advertising agency apparently created the ad to scare 
younger potential customers into spending for early retirement by 
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giving commissions to E-Trade for trading stocks.5 Even though 
these negative images helped produce a large profit for E-Trade over 
the following year,6 the ad also generated anger and backlash. And 
there, by the way, is upstream causality in a nutshell: ageism driven 
not by facts, but by good old-fashioned hunger for profit. 

The first time I heard about this ad was through one of my 
daughters, who caught wind of it on her Facebook feed and showed 
me post after post from friends and strangers alike expressing dis-
gust at the way the ad portrayed older people.

Keep your eye out for the next ageist example to appear and find 
a way to register your concern, by sending a protest message to the 
company whose product is advertised or by organizing a petition to 
let the company know that if it continues you and your friends will 
do business with age-friendlier companies.
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APPENDIX 2

Ammunition to Debunk 
Negative Age Stereotypes

The following presents examples of the false and harmful age ste-
reotypes that are disseminated by a wide range of societal sources. 
These stereotypes are accompanied by a selection of the consider-
able evidence that you might find helpful in refuting them (with 
references in the endnotes).

1.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: The saying “You can’t teach an old 
dog new tricks” applies to older people’s inability to learn.
FACT: There are many positive cognitive changes in older age 
and there are many techniques to support lifelong learning. 
Older persons can benefit from the same memory strategies 
that young persons use to improve recall. In fact, our brains 
experience new growth of neurons in response to challenges 
throughout the life span.1,2, 3,4

2.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: All older persons experience 
dementia.
FACT: Dementia is not a normal part of aging. Most older 
persons do not experience dementia. Only about 3.6 percent 
of US adults aged sixty-five to seventy-five have dementia. 
Further, there is evidence that dementia rates have been 
declining over time.5,6,7

3.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons’ health is entirely 
determined by biology. 
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FACT: Our team has found that culture, in the form of age 
beliefs, can have a powerful influence on the health of older 
persons. For instance, positive age beliefs can benefit their 
health in multiple ways, such as reducing cardiovascular stress 
and improving memory. In contrast, negative age beliefs can 
have a detrimental impact on these aspects of health.8,9,10,11 We 
also found that positive age beliefs amplified the beneficial 
impact of APOE ε2, a gene that often benefits cognition in 
later life.12

4.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons are fragile, so they 
should avoid exercise.
FACT: Most older persons can exercise without injury. The 
World Health Organization recommends that older persons 
regularly exercise because this can benefit cardiovascular and 
mental health, as well as lead to stronger bones and muscles.13

5.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Most older people suffer from 
mental illness that can’t be treated. 
FACT: Most older persons do not suffer from mental 
illness. Studies show that often happiness increases, whereas 
depression, anxiety, and substance abuse decline in later life.14 
Further, older persons usually benefit from mental health 
treatment including psychotherapy.15,16

6.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older workers aren’t effective in 
the workplace. 
FACT: Older workers take fewer days off for sickness, benefit 
from experience, have strong work ethics, and are often 
innovative.17,18,19 Teams that include older persons have been 
found to be more effective than teams that do not.20

7.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons are selfish and don’t 
contribute to society. 
FACT: Older persons often work or volunteer in positions 
that allow them to make meaningful contributions to society. 
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They are the age group that is most likely to recycle and 
make philanthropic gifts. In older age, altruistic motivations 
become stronger, while narcissistic values wane in influence. 
Older persons often engage in legacy thinking, which involves 
wanting to create a better world for future generations. Also, in 
most families, there is a downward flow of income with more 
funds going from older adults to grown children than from 
grown children to older adults.21,22,23,24,25,26

8.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Cognition inevitably declines in 
old age. 
FACT: A number of types of cognition improve in later life, 
among them: metacognition or thinking about thinking; 
taking into account multiple perspectives; solving interpersonal 
and intergroup conflicts; and semantic memory. Other types 
of cognition tend to stay the same, such as procedural memory, 
which includes routine behaviors like riding a bike.27,28,29,30 
Further, I have found that strengthening positive age beliefs 
can successfully improve the types of memory that are thought 
to decline in later life.31,32,33,34,35

9.	 FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons are bad drivers. 
FACT: The absolute number of crashes involving older drivers 
is low. They are more likely to use seat belts and follow speed 
limits. Also, they are less likely to drive while texting, while 
intoxicated, or at night.36,37,38

10.	FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons don’t have sex. 
FACT: Most older persons continue to enjoy a physically and 
emotionally fulfilling sex life. A survey found that 72 percent 
of older adults have a romantic partner and, of those, most are 
sexually active.39,40

11.	FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons lack creativity. 
FACT: Creativity often continues and even increases in later 
life. Numerous artists, including Henri Matisse, are credited 
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with producing their most innovative works at an older age. 
Successful start-ups are more likely to be run by entrepreneurs 
over fifty than under thirty. Older persons are often leaders in 
innovation and use it to revitalize communities.41,42,43,44

12.	FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons are technologically 
challenged. 
FACT: Older persons possess the ability to adapt to, learn, 
and invent new technology. Three-quarters of those fifty and 
older use social media on a regular basis; 67 percent of those 
sixty-five and older use the internet and 81 percent aged sixty 
to sixty-nine use smartphones.45,46 Some older persons have 
led advances in technology, including MIT professor Mildred 
Dresselhaus, who innovated the field of nanotechnology in her 
seventies.47

13.	FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons don’t benefit from 
healthy behaviors. 
FACT: It is never too late to benefit from healthy behaviors. For 
example, older persons who quit smoking show improvement 
to their lung health within a few months.48 Similarly, 
older persons who overcome obesity show improvement to 
cardiovascular health.49

14.	FALSE AGE STEREOTYPE: Older persons don’t recover from 
injury. 
FACT: Most older people who become injured show recovery, 
and older persons with positive age beliefs are significantly 
more likely to fully recover.50
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APPENDIX 3

A Call to End  
Structural Ageism

The miracle of longevity provides such incredible opportunity 

to individuals and the societies in which we live. Yet, today so 

much of that potential remains unrealized because we haven’t 

adequately addressed these challenges that hinder older popula-

tions from living their later lives in meaningful, productive ways.

—Paul Irving, Chair, Milken Institute Center for the Future of Aging 1

The best way to eliminate negative age stereotypes is to end struc-
tural ageism. Since this ageism is deeply rooted in the power 
structure of society, to achieve social change requires multifaceted 
activities from two directions: top-down, which would involve laws 
and policies; and bottom-up, which would involve an age liberation 
movement demanding these changes. The following is a partial list 
of what is needed to achieve age justice. I encourage you to consider 
whether there is a sector or an item that you could impact.

End Ageism in Medicine

•	 End age discrimination in providing treatments for a range of 
illnesses, including cardiovascular disease and cancer. In 85 per-
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cent of 149 studies, health-care providers excluded older patients 
from, or were less likely to offer them, procedures and treatments 
even when they were equally likely to benefit as younger patients.2

•	 Increase support of preventive care and rehabilitation services for 
older persons3 through better health insurance reimbursement. 

•	 Improve how health-care providers communicate with their older 
patients. This would include avoiding patronizing language and 
ending the practice of excluding older patients from important 
health-care decisions. To improve current practice, geriatrician 
Mary Tinetti developed an effective conversation guide to help 
health-care providers take into account the priorities of older pa-
tients.4

•	 Create geriatric emergency departments at all hospitals. In the 
US, hospitals often have pediatric emergency departments, but 
only 2 percent have geriatric emergency departments; these have 
resulted in improved health care for older persons and reduced 
costs.5

•	 End the salary and reimbursement disparity among health-care 
professionals by which those who focus on older persons are paid 
less than those of other medical specialties.6

•	 Expand the number of departments of geriatrics so that they are 
included in all medical schools. Of the 145 medical schools in 
the US, only 5 have departments of geriatrics; there is about one 
geriatrician for every three thousand older Americans.7

•	 Provide geriatric training for all health-care providers so they are 
prepared to care for older patients. Training could include diverse 
older patients with a range of health levels. In the US, while all 
medical schools require pediatric training, less than 10 percent 
require geriatric training.8 Similarly, less than 1 percent of nurses 
and less than 2 percent of physical therapists are formally trained 
to work with older adults.9

•	 Include antiageism content in the training of health-care profes-
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sionals, which could include overcoming the widely held myth 
that, for instance, hypertension and back pain are inevitable in 
later life.10

•	 Include age-belief screening in primary care visits for all patients 
and prescribe strategies to challenge negative age beliefs.

•	 Overcome age discrimination in providing proper screening and 
referrals for mental health issues, STDs, and elder abuse by put-
ting in place standard protocols for older patients and training 
for health-care providers to carry out the protocols.11

End Ageism in Mental Health Care

•	 Reform mental health training so that it adequately includes is-
sues related to older persons, such as findings that depression is 
not a natural part of aging and that older persons often have skills 
that allow them to benefit from psychotherapy.

•	 End the practice by which Medicare reimburses therapists who 
treat older patients at rates that are substantially lower than the 
market rates.12

•	 Add information about the mental health of older persons to the 
Psychodynamic Diagnostic Manual and the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders, which are used as guides by 
mental health professionals.

•	 Establish intergenerational psychotherapy groups so people of 
different ages can learn from one another.

•	 Reduce the gap between mental health need and care that in-
creases with older age in many countries. This can be done by 
increasing treatment options by, for example, expanding the 
Friendship Bench model of older persons administering lay 
mental health care beyond the countries where it currently op-
erates.13
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End Ageism in the Governmental System

•	 Establish and enforce legislation that provides older persons with 
economic and food security. In the US, 9 percent of older persons 
live in poverty, 16 percent of older persons do not have adequate 
food, and 306,000 are homeless.14

•	 Create an antiageism tsar and an antiageism agency on the fed-
eral level to initiate and coordinate antiageism policies across all 
government departments.

•	 Encourage older persons to run for political office at all levels 
in order to advocate for age-friendly policies, and to become in-
volved in political campaigns of those who support their interests.

•	 Include the protection of older persons’ rights in all laws relating 
to civil rights. Many such laws, including the US Civil Rights 
Act, do not include age.15

•	 Improve conditions in nursing home and long-term-care facilities 
through laws that require adequate staffing levels, training, and 
compensation.

•	 Prohibit nursing homes and long-term care facilities from inap-
propriately using medications to sedate older residents. Accord-
ing to several recent reports, a number of American nursing 
homes use sedating medications to manage dementia symptoms, 
even though the Food and Drug Administration never approved 
many of them for this use, and they can cause fatigue, falls, and 
cognitive impairment.16

•	 Provide funding for law enforcement and programs designed to 
prevent and stop elder abuse, which social epidemiologist E-Shien 
Chang found is determined by modifiable factors.17,18

•	 Make voting easily accessible to all older people, by such means 
as providing transportation to polling stations and by making 
absentee ballots readily accessible.

•	 Demand that all countries ratify the UN Convention to 
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Strengthen the Human Rights of Older Persons. Multiple coun-
tries, including the US, have failed to do so.19

•	 Ensure that older persons are adequately included in juries and 
on judicial benches. A lack of inclusion of older persons in these 
roles has become a growing problem.20

End Ageism in Education

•	 Advocate that school boards develop goals for preschool to grade 
twelve curricula that include positive depictions of older people 
in courses, such as history and social studies. Many curricula 
now include other diversity goals, but do not include diversity by 
age as an aim.

•	 Encourage teachers to include positive portrayals of older persons 
through films, songs, events, and books in their classes. For ex-
ample, see the relevant list of children’s literature developed by 
education activist Sandra McGuire.21

•	 Expand college and graduate school courses in developmental 
psychology, most of which do not go beyond young adulthood, 
to include aging topics.

•	 Include ageism awareness in teacher training, which would show 
how ageist messages are transmitted in schools and how they can 
be countered.

•	 Support programs that bring older persons from the community 
into schools to talk about what they have accomplished and to 
engage in mentorship opportunities. The latter was initiated by 
Columbia School of Public Health dean Linda Fried’s Experi-
ence Corps; it should be expanded to all schools.22

•	 Set up “Grandparents Day” during which students celebrate 
older relatives or older people from the community.

•	 Enhance educational opportunities for older persons, ranging 
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from literacy programs for those who did not have educational 
opportunities early in life to making courses available in univer-
sities and colleges. The Age Friendly University initiative, which 
promotes intergenerational learning, could be expanded to the 
98 percent of universities in the world that have not adopted its 
age-inclusive principles.23

End Ageism in the Workplace

•	 End ageism in hiring older workers by adequately enforcing anti-
age-discrimination laws.

•	 End the firing of workers based on age, including forced retire-
ment. For example, United Nations employees, including those 
that focus on issues of aging, are forced to retire by the age of 
sixty-five.24

•	 Incorporate older age in diversity, equity, and inclusion training 
programs and policies. This could raise awareness about the age 
discrimination that is currently reported by 60 percent of work-
ers, dispel myths about older workers, and highlight the contri-
butions of older workers. A survey of employers in seventy-seven 
countries found that only 8 percent include age in diversity, eq-
uity, and inclusion policies.25

•	 Set up whistleblowing programs in which older workers who 
leave jobs or retire could share with the public any experiences of 
ageism, without risk of punishment by employers.

•	 Implement intergenerational work teams when possible. These 
teams have been found to shatter age stereotypes and increase 
productivity.26

•	 Establish a system that rates companies on how age positive they 
are and award certificates to those that are the most age friendly.

23



Appendix 3

End Ageism in the Antiaging  

and Advertisement Industries

•	 Monitor the negative age stereotypes that companies present in 
advertisements; this could include using an online clearinghouse 
to which individuals would provide examples of ageist ads.

•	 Organize a boycott of companies that demean older persons in 
their advertisements, including the many created by the anti
aging industry, until they agree to end the offensive messages.

•	 Increase the inclusion and diversity of older persons in advertise-
ments and present them in roles that reflect vitality. To challenge 
the negative and stereotypical presentation of older persons, the 
Centre for Ageing Better in the UK recently launched the first 
online archive of positive and realistic images of older people that 
are freely available.27

•	 Give older people a seat at the table as creative directors at adver-
tising agencies. The average age of advertising agency employees 
is thirty-eight, even though most consumers are over the age of 
fifty.28

•	 Establish awards for ads that empower older persons.

End Ageism in Popular Culture

•	 Expand the meaning of “diversity” in films to include older 
actors, writers, and directors. The Academy of Motion Picture 
Arts and Sciences, which presents the Academy Awards, excludes 
older persons in its new diversity inclusion rules.29

•	 Monitor and publicize the rampant ageism in movies and televi-
sion, which includes both ageist language and activities, as well 
as the absence of nuanced older characters.30 Let producers and 
fellow viewers know that this is not acceptable.
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•	 Recruit and support celebrities to speak out against ageism in 
Hollywood and in the larger culture. A number of celebrities 
such as Amy Schumer, Madonna, and Robert De Niro have spo-
ken out.31 More voices are needed.

•	 Create a national holiday celebrating older persons with local 
events. Japan has a national holiday of older persons that can 
serve as a model.

•	 Organize some of the billions of gamers to boycott current video 
games that include ageist content,32 and encourage the video-game 
industry to produce games with positive portrayals of aging.

•	 Foster the creation and sale of age-positive birthday cards. These 
could replace the ubiquitous ones that denigrate aging. Efforts of 
local artists and activists to take on these commercial markers of 
aging have begun in Colorado and the UK.33

•	 Create 50 Over 50 campaigns. This could be modeled after the 
30 Under 30 age-based lists that are publicized by various indus-
tries to recognize leaders in their fields.

End Ageism in Media

•	 Pressure the government to prohibit digital age discrimination 
that excludes older persons from housing and job listings. Under 
the current system, social media companies are supposed to self-
police, but this has not been successful.34

•	 Demand that social media companies ban the ageism it dissem-
inates. Facebook’s community standards should prohibit ageism 
in the same way it bans hate speech directed at other groups, 
and Twitter should enforce its community standards that pro-
hibit ageism.35,36 Evidence that it is not yet being enforced comes 
from a Twitter analysis that found 15 percent of the tweets under 
the #BoomerRemover hashtag were characterized by overt de-
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rogatory statements that included wishing death upon the older 
generation.37

•	 Encourage journalism schools to stress the importance of report-
ing about structural ageism as well as writing news stories that 
empower older persons.38 A model that can be used for this is the 
Age Boom Academy run by Columbia School of Journalism and 
the Robert N. Butler Columbia Aging Center of the Columbia 
School of Public Health.

•	 Replace the use of ageist language and concepts in news stories, 
such as the use of the term “silver tsunami” to describe the aging 
of the Baby Boomer generation, with alternatives, such as “silver 
reservoir,” which reflects the idea that this generation can be a 
“potential resource for good in our society rather than an im-
pending danger that threatens to wipe everyone out.”39

•	 Ask media outlets to provide time and space on TV and radio 
and in newspapers for interests of their older viewers and readers. 
The New York Times reporter Paula Span’s column “The New 
Old Age” is a model for this.

•	 Create journalism prizes for outstanding antiageism and pro-
aging reporting.

End Spatial Ageism

•	 Eliminate the age-based digital divide by which older persons are 
significantly less likely to have access to the internet at home than 
younger persons. This lack of internet access, which now impacts 
42 percent of Americans who are sixty-five or older, is particu-
larly severe for older persons who are low income, female, living 
alone, immigrants, disabled, and members of ethnic minority 
groups.40 As connecting online can facilitate health care, work 
opportunities, and community involvement, it is imperative that 
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governments provide affordable connectivity with adequate tech-
nical support for all older persons.

•	 End zoning regulations and regional planning that segregates 
and isolates housing for older persons.

•	 Reduce the social isolation of older persons by insisting that the 
government provide adequate age-inclusive and accessible public 
transportation in both urban and rural areas.41

•	 Require that housing complexes built with federal funding in-
clude older persons in numbers that are at least as high as their 
proportion of the general population.

•	 Facilitate in-person intergenerational contact through such 
means as designing age-inclusive public and private spaces in-
cluding libraries, museums, and multiuse parks.

•	 End the neglect of older people during natural disasters that can 
leave them trapped in dangerous places42 by including them on 
an equitable basis in natural disaster emergency-relief plans.

End Ageism in Science

•	 End the practice of excluding older persons from clinical trials, 
which even happens when they are particularly likely to have the 
targeted illnesses, such as Parkinson’s disease.43 Their inclusion 
should be required at a rate that is at least proportionate to the 
total population, to ensure medications and treatments are safe 
and efficacious for older individuals.

•	 Create surveys that include older participants and that report 
whether and, if so, how older persons are resilient and how they 
experience illness, treatments, and recovery differently than other 
age groups. Most surveys do not collect data for those over age 
sixty-five;44 exceptions are the Health and Retirement Study and 
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its sister studies, the Baltimore Longitudinal Study of Aging and 
the UK Biobank.

•	 End the use of the term “dependency ratio” that is frequently 
used in science and policy reports; it characterizes everyone in 
a population who is sixty-five or older as being dependent on 
younger adults and not productive members of society.

•	 Increase funding for aging research that includes the biological, 
psychological, and societal determinants of aging health, as well 
as studies of the best policies and programs to take advantage 
of increased longevity. Less than 0.01 percent of the US federal 
budget is devoted to aging research, and less than 1 percent of US 
foundation funding is devoted to it.45

•	 Change the common definition of aging as “senescence,” a pro-
cess of progressive decay, to a more multidisciplinary and positive 
definition, such as a later-life developmental stage that can in-
clude psychological, biological, and social growth based on de-
cades of accumulated experience.
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