
What’s Your Attitude towards Ageism? 

 

Only the newest model is desirable. The old are condemned to obsolescence; left to 
rot like wrinkled babies in glorified playpens — forced to succumb to a trivial, 
purposeless waste of their years and their time.”--Maggie Kuhn. 

“Ageism is as odious as racism and sexism”--Claude Pepper. 
“It is clear that the media’s obsession with youth often comes at the expense of 

older Americans. In the quest to target youth, media and marketing have ignored the 
purchasing power and preferences of millions of...seniors across the country.”--Senator 
John Breaux. 

“The federal government’s support of the elder abuse field has been negligible 
compared to its commitment to child abuse and domestic violence.”-- ABA Commission 
on Legal Problems of the Elderly. 

“Ageism is a deep and often-unconscious prejudice against the old, an attitude that 
permeates American culture. It is a particularly apparent and especially damaging frame 
of mind that surfaces all too often in healthcare settings where older patients 
predominate. Like other patterns of bias - such as racism and sexism - these attitudes 
diminish us all, but they can be downright deadly to older people in receiving 
healthcare.”--Daniel Perry. 

“Despite the fact that the United States’ Age Discrimination in Employment Act 
(ADEA) of 1967, age discrimination in employment remains a pervasive force.”--Laurie 
McCann. 

“Within 24 hours following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, animal advocates were on the 
scene rescuing pets, yet abandoned older and disabled people waited up to seven days 
for an ad hoc medical team to rescue them.” Nora O’Brien. 

In reality, we have not moved very far in overcoming the prejudice against older 
people since the 1960s when the term "ageism" was first coined by Dr. Robert Butler. 

“Ageism is discrimination against persons, due solely to their age.” While there is a 
significant amount of ageism in many churches today, there is also a significant amount 
of ageism among many senior adults ... toward themselves. The assumption that “I am 
no longer needed” becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy for older adults. 

Ageism is one of the primary social problems affecting the second half of life. Most 
gerontology texts start with the definition of the following terms: ageism, myth, 
stereotype, attitude, prejudice and discrimination, and list the following myths: 

Most older adults are sick, disabled, generally in poor health, and have more acute 



illnesses than younger adults. 
Most older adults are senile and/or senility is an inevitable and untreatable mental 
illness among most elders. 
Most older adults are socially isolated, lonely, and live alone. 
Older adults are sick, useless, senile, miserable, and thus depressed. 
Older adults are frail or feeble, capable of making only a limited contribution to 
society. 

Definitions of different types of ageism follow: 

Personal Ageism: Ideas, attitudes, beliefs, and practices on the part of individuals 
that are biased against persons or groups based on their older age. Examples: 
Exclusion or ignoring older persons based on stereotypical assumptions, physical 
abuse, and stereotypes about older persons and old age. 
Institutional Ageism: Missions, rules, and practices that discriminate against 
individuals and/or groups because of their older age. Examples: Mandatory 
retirement, absence of older persons in clinical trials, and devaluing of older 
persons in cost-benefit analysis 
Intentional Ageism: Ideas, attitudes, rules, or practices that are carried out with the 
knowledge that they are biased against persons or groups based on their older age. 
“Intentional ageism” includes carrying out practices that take advantage of the 
vulnerabilities of older persons. Examples: marketing and media that use 
stereotypes of older workers, targeting older workers in financial scams, and denial 
of job training based upon age. 
Unintentional Ageism: Ideas, attitudes, rules, or practices that are carried out 
without the perpetrator’s awareness that they are biased against persons or groups 
based on their older age. Also known as “inadvertent ageism.” Examples: Absence 
of procedures to assist old and vulnerable persons living on their own in emergency 
situations, e.g., flood, heat wave, terrorist attack, lack of built-environment 
considerations (ramps, elevators, handrails, parking spaces), and language used in 
the media. 

Ageist terminology in the public sector to avoid include ancient, biddy, blubbering 
idiot, codger, coot, crone, dirt ball, crotchety old man, dirty old man, fogy, fossil, gaffer, 
geek, goose, geezer, gone senile, gophers, greedy geezer, hag, little old lady, miserly 
old man, old fart, old goat, one foot in the grave, over the hill, prune, senile old fool, 
sweet old lady, and vegetable. 

Common ageist ideas are (1) Children are our future; (2) Greedy Geezers are 
getting unfair share of pie; and (3) Health care spending is a drain on the government 
budget, not an investment. 

Social ageist beliefs and underlying values concerning aging and older people are 
(1) Youth, speed and production are American ideals; (2) Physical and mental 
weakness are stigmatized; (3) If you become ill, poor or old, you’ve done something 
wrong; (4) It’s survival of the fittest; and (5) Cause and effect relationship (Did/Did Not). 

Forms of stereotyping: 

Physical health: over the hill, past your prime. 
Beauty and attractiveness: cute, fading fast, old witch, old hag. 
Sexuality: old farts, dirty old men, act your age. 



A person’s ability: ready for the scrap heap, on the shelf, sweet old lady. 
Financial mindset: greedy geezer, old miser. 
Mental health: crazy old birds, grumpy old men. 
Resulting stereotype: older persons as burdens to society. 

Negative stereotyping of older adults as declining, dependent, diseased, disabled, 
demented, dysfunctional, and dying, stifles potential, detracts from the positive active, 
happy, healthy, social, and successful older adults. Worse, it creates a self-fulfilling 
prophecy: older adults do not do anything because they assume they are not able. 

Reform (Individual, Organized, and Organizational) is the proper response; not 
acceptance, denial or avoidance. However, policymakers have not kept pace with the 
age demographic, social attitudes and legal protection (in reality, workers age forty-plus 
are not protected in small businesses of less than 250 employees). 

Strategies to reduce ageism follow: 

Individual actions to reduce ageism: 
Gather information on facts of aging. 
Examine your own attitudes toward aging. 
Avoid use of ageist terms or language. 
Refuse to support those who discriminate against older adults. 
Join or support groups that oppose ageism. 

Organized actions to reduce ageism: 
Disseminate factual information on aging. 
Write articles about the facts of aging. 
Participate in programs that educate the public about aging and ageism. 
Organize efforts to boycott products from companies with ageism practices. 
Support organizations that participate in  
campaigns against ageism. 

Organizational actions opposed to ageism: 
Administration of Aging (AOA) 
ARPP 
American Society of Aging (ASA) 
Association for Gerontology in Higher Education (ASHE) 
Gerontology Society of America (GSA) 
Gray Panthers 
Older Women’s League (OWL) 
National Council on Aging, Inc. (NCOA) 
National Council on Senior Citizens (NCSC) 
National Institute on Aging (NIA) 
National Senior Citizens’ Law Center (NSCLC) 
New Beginnings 
Villers Foundation, Inc. 

Just Do It 
Help ameliorate ageism by modeling elderhood, protirement, self-talk, reform 

ageism and be a positive change agent. 
  



About the Article and Author 

The article was excerpted from A New Life Stage by Robert W. Chism. The book is 
about WHY God has given us an individual plan, gifted us as well as provided us with 
an extra 30 years to make an eternal difference in our second half of life. The book 
teaches about a new life stage, elderhood, life after adulthood, and equipping, 
energizing, and enabling protirement. 


