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Ageism: The Accepted 
Discrimination and the Social 
Worker’s Role to Call It Out

Gina Rossi, LCSW-BACS,DCSW,MHSA

Goals 

1. Define ageism 

2. Review implicit and explicit bias 

3. Review examples of ageism

4. Review Interventions 

5. Review Models and Campaigns available to fight ageism  

1

2

3



4/19/2021

2

AGEISM

ROBERT BUTLER
The systematic stereotyping and discrimination against people just 
because they are old, just as racism and sexism accomplish this with 
skin color and gender.

2019 Michigan National Poll on 
Healthy Aging

• 2 in 3 older adults (65%) 
reported exposure to ageist 
messages in their day-to-day 
lives

• Older adults with (+)views on 
aging reported fewer forms of 
everyday ageism and better 
physical and mental health

• Older adults who reported 3 or  
more forms of everyday ageism 
in had worse physical and 
mental health than those who 
reported fewer forms of ageism. Ober Allen J, Solway E, Kirch M, Singer D, Kullgren J, Malani P. 

Everyday 
Ageism and Health. University of Michigan National Poll on Healthy 
Aging. 
July 2020. Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/2027.42/156038

INTERVENTIONS FOR AGEIST 
100  Year Old Day 

IDEAS: 

• Invite a 100-year-old person to speak to your class (either in person or remote). Talk 
about what life was like when they were a kid, what activities they enjoy now, and 
their hopes for the world. 

• Take a field trip to a nearby aging services organization. Do a craft or other engaging 
activity together with elders, and talk about what it’s like to be 100, or nearly 100 
years old. 

• Gather stories about 100-year-olds from books, or students’ families and share the 
stories with your class (books: If I Live to Be 100: Lessons from the Centenarians, 

Adapted from https://thischairrocks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Dress-Like-100-
Year-Old-Day-Letter_Final.pdf
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• #BoomerRemover

(780,000 views on TickTok)

• ¼ downplayed Covid

• 14% contained offensive content or jokes 

• 82,893 tweets Jan-April2020

EXPLICIT AGEISM

INTERVENTIONS

• Promote inclusivity in social media, make 
voices of older adults heard. 

• Increase participation of older individuals 
in engagement in social interactions.

• Organizations, and media, should transmit 
information which is trustworthy and 
relevant for older adults, and avoid 
stigmatizing labels and terms.

• Healthcare providers and researchers 
should expand their social media presence 
and engage in fact-checking and 
debunking of myths and hoaxes.

Ageism by Healthcare workers 

Explicit

➢Direct Statements 

➢Actions 

Implicit 

➢ Implicit thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors toward older 
people

➢Without conscious awareness 
or control 

Ageism: by Gina Rossi, LCSW-BACS,DCSW,MHSA 
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Stereotype Embodiment Theory (SET) and Health 
Outcomes 

• diabetes, 

• chronic lung disease, 

• chronic illness and , 

• stroke, 

• diabetes, 

• chronic lung disease, 

• depressive symptoms 

• increased prevalence of suicidal ideation, 

• anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder in older adult

veterans 

• higher levels of biomarkers of Alzheimer’s disease 

• decreased likelihood of engaging in preventative health behaviors

• and worse memory performance, functional health, will to live, 
and life expectancy 

Source: Levy B. (2009). Stereotype Embodiment: A Psychosocial Approach to 
Aging. Current directions in psychological science, 18(6), 332–336. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01662.x

Manifestations of Ageism in our Healthcare System
• Belittling Geriatrics and 

Gerontology as a Profession

• Under-Treating Older Patients 

• Over Treating Older Patients 

• Ageist Talk in the Healthcare Setting 

• Ageism Innate to Older Adults 

• Institutionalized Ageism 

Source: Karin Ouchida and Mark S. Lachs, 
Generations: Journal of the American Society of 
Aging 10.22.2015

Ageism: by Gina Rossi, LCSW-BACS,DCSW,MHSA 
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Elderspeak 

➢Speaking slowly

➢Speaking with exaggerated 
intonation

➢Elevated pitch and volume

➢Repetition

➢Using simpler vocabulary 
and grammatical structure

➢Can sound like “Babytalk” 

Ageism: by Gina Rossi, LCSW-BACS,DCSW,MHSA 

INTERVENTIONS FOR CLIENTS DEALING WITH AGEISM

Check Check yourself 

Validate Validate client’s experience 

Educate Educate clients about ageism 

Consider Consider routine techniques used in CBT (irrational thoughts, 
replacing negative self statements, affirmations, etc.) 

Proceed Self advocacy: Proceed  according to client’s level of comfort 

Provide Provide Resources 

Intergenerational 

• Educational interventions that provide 
instruction of some kind designed to reduce 
ageism, 

• Intergenerational contact interventions that 
feature an opportunity for contact between 
younger people and older people, 

• Combined interventions that pair the 2 
approaches

From: (Am J Public Health. 2019;109:e1–e9. doi:10.2105/ AJPH.2019.305123)
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FRAMEWORKS INSTITUTE: 
Communication Traps to Avoid 

• “Because Demography” Trap.  Don’t present aging as a major and inevitable problem 
for both individuals and society. Terms like “silver tsunami” or “the demographic cliff” 
tap into fear that is not productive.

• The “Other Ism” Trap.  Don’t equate ageism to racism or sexism. since the comparison 
can reinforce the sense that ageism is a small problem compared to these other issues.

• The “Living Proof” Trap, or “super senior” narrative. Don’t try to overcome negative 
aging stereotypes with examples of extraordinary individual older persons, it ends up 
reinforcing the notion of individualism – if these winners overcame aging, why can’t 
you?

• The “Sympathetic Senior” Trap. This just reinforces stereotypes that all older people are 
pitiful and vulnerable.

Source: https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/issues/aging/

CONFRONTING INJUSTICE 

• Lead with the shared value of justice. point out 
that our society doesn’t treat older people as 
equals –it marginalizes them.

• Name and define ageism.

• Offer examples, *capable older people are 
often excluded from the workforce.

• Explain implicit bias, pointing out common 
stereotypes that portray all older people as 
frail, or irritable.

• Offer solutions, *how we can look for ways to 
reduce premature judgments based on age 
alone

• Lead with the notion of ingenuity: 
Americans are problem solvers, 

• Compare aging to forward momentum, 

• Explain the problem, namely that we are 
living longer and healthier but have not 
figured out how to make the most of this 
positive change.

• Offer examples of inventive solutions, 
showing how older people are 
participating and contributing to their 
communities

Source: 
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/issues/aging/

EMBRACING THEY DYNAMIC 

FRAMEWORKS INSTITUTE 
Two Narratives 

INTERVENTION: USE OF THE FRAMING 
TECHNIQUE BY FRAMEWORKS INSTITUTE

Source: https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/issues/aging/
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Source: Frameworks Institute

Resources 
• AARP https://www.aarp.org/

• American Geriatrics Society

https://www.americangeriatrics.org

• American Psychological Association Resolutions on 
Ageism 2020

https://www.apa.org/about/policy/resolution-ageism.pdf

• American Society of Aging : Generations 
://www.asaging.org/generations-journal-american-
society-aging

• American Federation for Aging Research 
https://www.afar.org

• Center for Ageing Better  Living Style Guide Age-
positive images 

https://www.ageing-
better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-01/Age-
positive-image-library.pdf

• Diverse Elders

https://www.diverseelders.org/who-we-
are/the-coalition/who-we-are-2/

• Eldera https://www.eldera.ai

• Equal Opportunity Employment Commission 
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/fact-
sheet-age-discrimination

• Frameworks Institute- The Reframing Aging 
Project 
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/reframi
ng-aging.html
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Resources 

• Gerontological Society of Aging 
https://www.geron.org

• Harvard Implicit Association Test: 
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/

• THIS CHAIR ROCKS: A MANIFESTO AGAINST 
AGEISM BY Ashton Applewhite

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07GDC
J7XL/ref=dp-kindle-
redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
• Old School Clearinghouse  

https://oldschool.info
• Yo Is this ageist? 

https://yoisthisageist.com

• SAGE  https://www.sageusa.org

• TOP RESUME https://www.topresume.com

• WHO Report on Ageism

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/campaig
ning-to-tackle-ageism

GET INVOLVED!UPCOMING EVENTS: 

• We need to talk APRIL 21, 2021

https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/we-need-to-talk-a-dialogue-series-across-generations-
ageism-tickets-147839880061

• Changing the Narrative-Colorado April 29,2021

https://actionnetwork.org/ticketed_events/many-voices-one-choir-reframing-aging-on-
social-media-for-older-americans-month/

• Old School Movement Builders 

• Solutions to Combat Ageism NY Silver School of Social Work "Solutions to Combat 
Ageism: Leading with Solutions to Unlock the Power of Older Age". APRIL 22, 2021

Email : gmasino@globalcoalitiononaging.co
https://twitter.com/MWHodin/status/1382737218658258945/photo/1

• Grantmakers in Aging FREE  Framing Aging Course 
https://www.giaging.org/initiatives/reframing-aging/reframing-aging-and-ageism-videos/
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