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Optimal health at every age 
and stage of life



Ageism is Bad for Our Health



Ageism is Bad for Our Health

Ageism is common in health care
• 1 in 5 older adults report age discrimination1

Frequent exposure to ageism in health care worsens 
disabilities

• 1 in 17 older adults report frequent ageism2

Ageism amplifies cost and prevalence of health challenges
• $63 Billion/year3

Sources: 1. & 2. Levy BR, et. al., Journal of General Internal Medicine, 2015
3. Levy BR, et. al., The Gerontologist, 2018



Age-Positive Mindset has Health Benefits 

Positive age beliefs reduce stress and protect against 
dementia, lowering risk by >40%1

Positive self-perception increases longevity by 7.5 years2

Sources:

1. Levy, BR, et. al., PLOS ONE, 2018

2. Levy BR, et. al., The Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 2002



Why do we 

need a New 

Story about 

Aging?



ThinkingCommunication Discourse Policy

Frames can drive broad social change











What does it take to reframe an issue?

Map the terrain Develop a strategy 
to navigate to 
higher ground

Build a caravan, 
equip the travelers, 

and start moving



This effort has a robust evidence base

Sample Size: 12,185



You Say...They Think

BBBAAA

Expert/Advocate Public



The Communication Gap

Aging Experts Think

• Aging is positive, normative

• Embrace aging 

• Aging is all of us

• How we age is driven by social 
factors

• There is so much we can do!

The General Public Thinks



The Communication Gap

Aging Experts Think

• Aging is positive, normative

• Embrace aging 

• Aging is all of us

• How we age is driven by social 
factors

• There is so much we can do!

The General Public Thinks

• Aging is bad, about decline

• Fight aging

• Aging is them

• How we age is driven by 
individual choices

• We are doomed!



Framing Is about Choices

Frames are sets of choices about how information is 
presented:

What to emphasize How to explain it What to leave unsaid





Cultural Models Drive 
People’s Thinking

• Cultural models are cognitive short cuts 
created through years of experience and 
expectation. They are taken-for-granted and 
largely automatic assumptions.

• People rely on cultural models to interpret, 
organize and make meaning out of all sorts 
of stimuli, including experiences, feelings, 
thoughts  . . .  and your communications.



A Peek into the Swamp of Aging



The Swamp of Aging



Aging

What is in the swamp of…

Ideal vs. Perceived 
“Real”
• Accumulated Wisdom
• Self-sufficiency
• Staying active
• Earned leisure
• Deterioration
• Loss of control
• Dependency
• Determinism

Solutions
• Fatalism/Crisis—nothing 
can be done

• Better individual choices 
and planning

• More education and 
information

Problems can 
be solved

Collective 
Responsibility

What Surrounds Us 
Shapes Us

Individualism

• Lifestyle choices

• Financial planning

“Us” vs. “Them”

• Older as “other”

• Zero sum

• Digital incompetence

Nostalgia and Threat of 
Modernity

• Family dispersal

• Economic challenges

• Social Security is doomed



An Effective Social Issue Narrative

Builds understanding, shifts opinions/perspective, 
generates support for solutions

Why does 
this matter?

How does this 
work? If it’s 

not working, why 
not?

What can we 
do about it?

Values

Metaphors

Examples

Explanatory Chains
Principles

Efficacy

Solutions



A Reframed Aging Narrative:
Confronting Injustice

Why does 
this matter?

How does this 
work?

What solutions 
can we adopt?

The Justice Value: Our 
Society should treat 
older people as equals 
and ensure they have 
meaningful 
opportunities to 
contribute.

A Definition of Ageism: 
Ageism is discrimination 
against older people 
due to negative 
stereotypes. One impact 
is that capable older 
people are left out of the 
workforce.

A Concrete Solution:
Public policies that 
address systems 
problems and generate 
collective benefits, e.g., 
better workplace 
practices or implicit bias 
trainings.

An Explanation of Implicit 
Bias: We form 
subconscious negative 
judgements about people 
based on their age. 
Knowing about these 
biases makes us less 
likely to act on these “snap 
judgments” and more 
likely to treat people fairly.



Redirect public perceptions away 
from:

• Us versus them

• Individualism

• Solutions = More Information

Move public thinking towards:

• Aging as opportunity

• Contexts and environments matter

• Ageism as a problem to solve

Justice

Your Issue Matters 
Because:
Right now our society is not 
treating older people as 
equals – in fact, we are 
marginalizing their 
participation and minimizing 
their contributions. To live 
up to our ideals, we must 
confront the injustice of 
ageism.



A Reframed Aging Narrative:
Confronting Injustice
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judgments” and more 
likely to treat people fairly.



Definition + Example

In our country, ageism --- discrimination based on negative assumptions 
about age --- has a big impact on older people’s lives. Take employment: 
ageism prevents older people from contributing to the workforce. For 
example, managers commonly use age-based assumptions to evaluate 
job-seekers’ applications. Even though older people score especially high 
in leadership, detail-oriented tasks, writing skills, and problem solving, 
employers assume older people are less capable. As a result, employers 
are less likely to interview job candidates whose graduation dates 
indicate they’re more than 50 years old. That has cascading effects, 
because unemployed older people are much more likely to remain 
unemployed long term.



Explaining Implicit Bias

Research shows that exposure to an explanation of “implicit bias” – what 
is it and how it works to perpetuate ageism – actually reduces people’s 
implicit bias towards older people.

Try using language like this in your messages about ageism: 
“We all subconsciously form negative judgements about people based on 
their age, but just being aware of these biases makes us less likely to act 
on them and more likely to treat people fairly.”



A Reframed Aging Narrative:
Confronting Injustice

Why does 
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The Five C’s of Effective Frame Elements

Concrete: 
specific

Collective: 
systemic, shared

Causal: 
show process

Conceivable: 
feasible

Credible: 
disinterested

1 3 5

2 4



Avoid

• Individual actions drives 
aging outcomes

• Aging is the process of 
decline

• Older people as other

• Aging (population) is a 
crisis

• Fixed, finite resources

• Just another -ism

Advance

• Context shapes decisions 
and outcomes

• Future is a time for 
improvement

• We are all better off by 
being inclusive

• Interventions can change 
outcomes

• Solutions stories: systems, 
supports

• How ageism works



• When talking about frailty remember what we are up against in the 
swamp of aging

• Widen the lens

• If we adapt and adjust social policies now, we will be in a better 
position to capture the momentum that builds as people age (optimize 
experiences)

• Use the confronting injustice narrative: a just society takes 
responsibility for equal protection of all people as they age

Framing Frailty



Resources for Reframing Aging

• Online Toolkit for Reframing Aging: 
http://frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits/aging/

• Online Toolkit for Reframing Elder Abuse: 
http://frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits/elderabuse/

www.reframingaging.org

The national Reframing Aging Initiative, led 
by the Gerontological Society of America

http://frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits/aging/
http://frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits/elderabuse/
http://www.reframingaging.org/


Facilitator Disclosure

Trained by Reframing Aging Initiative and 
FrameWorks Institute

Work independently, not an employee of the 
FrameWorks Institute or the Reframing Aging 
Initiative

For more information on the Initiative, visit 
www.reframingaging.org



Questions?

Jennifer Rabalais

Jennifer.Rabalais@unh.edu

Kelly Laflamme

klaflamme@endowmentforhealth.org
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