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Research Partner

• Nonprofit think tank with the mission to 
advance the nonprofit sector’s capacity to 
reframe social issues. 

• Conducts original, scholarly research on the 
communications aspects of social and 
scientific issues. 

• Recognized in 2015 with the MacArthur 
Award for Creative and Effective 
Institutions. 

• Concepts presented today with permission, 
courtesy of National Center to Reframe 
Aging and FrameWorks Institute



To build 
awareness 
about 
ageism, 
answer 
these 
questions

Have you seen ageism?

Have you experienced ageism?

Have you have perpetuated ageism?

What do we do about it?





Ageism Defined

• Stereotypes: How we think 
• Prejudices: How we feel
• Discrimination How we act

Ageism exists in 
several forms

• Interpersonal
• Compassionate
• Systemic/ Institutional
• Self-directed

Ageism exists on 
multiple levels



Everyday 
Messages



Calculating the Costs of Ageism

• 1-year cost of ageism $63 billion

Source: 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. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gny131
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Calculating the Costs of Ageism

• 1-year cost of ageism $63 billion
• $1 in every $7 spent for 8 most 

expensive health conditions
• Negative attitudes and beliefs 

• Predictor development of 
Alzheimer’s biomarkers

• Decrease lifespan by 7.5 years

Gerontologist, Volume 60, Issue 1, February 2020, Pages 174–181, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gny131

Figure 1. Health care costs of age discrimination, negative 
age stereotypes, and negative self-perceptions of aging

https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gny131


The Cost of Structural Ageism

More than 17 million cases of 
costly health conditions in the 
U.S. were attributable to ageism. 

Levy BR, Slade MD, Chang E-S, Kannoth S, Wang S-Y. Ageism Amplifies Cost and Prevalence of Health Conditions, The Gerontologist, 2020, Vol. 60, No. 1, 174-181. doi:10.1093/geront/gny131 



The Cost of Structural Ageism

3 in 5 workers over the age of 50 
(61%) have either seen or 
experienced age discrimination 
in the workplace (AARP, 2018)



Implicit Bias Defined

Implicit bias refers 
to the attitudes or 
stereotypes that 

affect our 
understanding, 

actions, and 
decisions in an 
unconscious 

manner.

Simply being 
aware of our 
implicit bias 

reduces 
ageism.

The Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity​

Busso DS, Volmert A, Kendall-Taylor N. "Reframing aging: Effect of a 
short-term framing intervention on implicit measures of age bias." 

The Journals of Gerontology: Series B 74.4 (2019): 559-564.



Why Framing 
Matters



Framing is About Choices!

What to 
emphasize

How to 
explain it

What to leave 
unsaid



Shared Communications 
Lead to Systems Change

Commun-
ications Discourse Thinking Policy



Why we 
need to 
reframe 

aging

How should we approach 
aging?

What determines outcomes 
and who is responsible?

How big of a concern is 
ageism?

What can be done to 
ensure wellbeing in older 

age?

What is the role of public 
policy?

Embrace

Environments

Important concern

Plenty

Central

Battle

Individuals

Absent from thinking

Nothing much

Limited role

Aging Field Public



You Say...They Think

Frail,
Dependent

“The 
Elderly”

PublicAging Professional/Advocate



When a 
  Frame “works,” 
  It Shifts 
  Thinking in 
  Multiple Ways

Knowledge 
Increases

Attitudes 
Improve

Policy Support 
Grows



Navigating 
Public 

Understanding



Navigating Understanding

Individualism
• Lifestyle choices 
• Financial Planning

Us vs. Them
• Older as “other” 
• Zero Sum thinking
• Digital 

incompetence

Ideal vs. 
Perceived 
Real
• Ideal:

• Accumulated 
wisdom

• Self-sufficiency
• Staying active 
• Earned leisure

• Real:
• Deterioration
• Loss of control
• Dependency
• Determinism

Nostalgia & 
Threat of 
Modernity
• Family dispersal
• Economic challenges
• Social Security is 

doomed

Solutions
• Fatalism/Crisis—

nothing can be done
• Better individual 

choices and 
planning

• More education and 
information

What Surrounds Us Shapes Us
• Our environments share our lives

Collective Responsibility
• We are interconnected
• We can all help improve our communities

Problems can be Solved
• We know how to effect positive change
• We can do it in on a large scale

Traps to Avoid Strategies to Advance



“Us” vs. “Them”
“Us” vs. “Them” Trap:
• Older as “other”
• Zero sum
• Digital incompetence

Examples of Trap: 
• “We cannot support everyone, if we 

increase support for older people, we won’t 
be able to support the needs of others”



Lack of Systemic Solutions

Solutions Trap:
•Fatalism/Crisis—nothing can be done
•Better individual choices and planning
•More education and information

Examples of Trap: 
•“The “silver tsunami” is coming and we’re not 

prepared”
•“We need to teach young people how to make 

better health and financial choices, so they’re 
prepared”



Strategies to 
Advance

What Surrounds Us 
Shapes Us

Collective 
Responsibility

Problems can be 
Solved

To spark a more 
accurate and 

complete 
conversation about 

aging, advance these 
communication 

strategies.



Strategies to 
Advance

Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions
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Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions

BEFORE
Many people who are older are frail, 
vulnerable, cannot help themselves, 
and depend on others to meet their 
most basic needs. This leaves them at 
risk for all kinds of challenges, potential 
harms, and scams.



Strategies to 
Advance

Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions

REFRAMED
When community bonds are weak, 
older people who are frail are more at 
risk of experiencing harm. We need to 
build solid connections and strengthen 
our social structure to better support 
older people, families, caregivers, and 
our entire community.



Strategies to 
Advance

Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions

Framing in Practice
“Most recently, we have been faced with 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
unprecedented situation has tested our 
aging network infrastructure as well as 
our ADS SUA emergency plan. We have 
witnessed the strength, dedication, 
ingenuity, and resilience of our aging 
and disability network, including the 
Area Agencies on Aging, Elderly 
Nutrition Providers, and senior centers. 
Our partners have adapted and 
reimagined services to provide support 
through Older Americans Act programs 
and keep older adults safe and healthy.”

Read more about this 
work by scanning the 

QR Code 



Strategies to 
Advance

Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions

City Center Signs
Age Friendly Worthington: Worthington, Ohio

Read more about the work happening 
in Ohio by scanning the QR Code 



Strategies to 
Advance

Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions

Power of 
Solutions

Prompts a 
can-do 
attitude

Avoids idea 
that nothing 
can be done

Highlights 
the collective 

benefits

Emphasizes 
systemic/ 
structural 

nature of the 
solution

Avoids cuing 
individualistic 

thinking



Strategies to 
Advance

Talk about the process of aging 
as building momentum

Explain the supports we need to 
live meaningful lives as we age

Talk about frailty without 
paternalism

Talk about ageism as a problem 
that can be solved

Highlight innovative and 
creative solutions Read more about the work happening 

in New York by scanning the QR Code 



Strategies to 
Advance

What Surrounds Us 
Shapes Us

Collective 
Responsibility

Problems can be 
Solved

To spark a more 
accurate and 

complete 
conversation about 

aging, advance these 
communication 

strategies.



How can your 
work 

contribute to 
the reframing 

aging 
ecosystem? 



National Center Resources



National Center Resources

https://www.reframingaging.org/Resources/Useful-Tools



What have I 
done to 
reframe 
aging this 
month?



Join the Movement!

Changing American culture is challenging and changing attitudes and 
behaviors around the universal experience of aging is especially 

difficult. It is a generational change, but positive perceptions of aging 
are priceless!
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