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Reframing Aging: A Guide for Age Well Series Presenters 

Thank you for presenting at the Age Well Series! We are grateful to you for generously sharing your time 
and expertise and look forward to an engaging and informative series. To help combat ageism (defined 
by the World Health Organization as prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination based on age), we have 
put together this brief reframing aging guide.  

We are asking you, as experts in the field who set an example for others, to utilize during your 
presentations the basic communications strategies described below. These strategies are based on 
FrameWorks Institute research and have been shown to increase knowledge about successful aging, 
foster more age-friendly attitudes, and build support for age-friendly policies.  

All of us can help build a more age-friendly community simply by reframing aging.  

Please note that the communication strategies described here are guidelines only. If in doubt, 
remember that we want to communicate that older adults are an asset and avoid implying or telling 
stories that suggest that aging equates to decline, frailty, or dependence, or that aging must be 
negative (versus a normal process of human development).  

For more information on FrameWorks Institute’s research and their recommendations on which this 
guide is based, please see their April 2017 report Finding the Frame - An Empirical Approach to 
Reframing Aging and Ageism and their website, at https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/issues/aging/. 

Basics 

                                  Avoid                                                           Use Instead  

When possible, “they” and “them” when talking 
about older adults – these terms suggest that 
older adults are “other” rather than part of the 
community  

Inclusive terms such as “we” and “us,” “those of 
us who are 60+,” etc. 
 

“senior,” “elderly,” “senior citizen” – these terms 
are associated with lower degrees of competency 
and can reinforce negative stereotypes 

 “Older adult,” “older person.” Can also just say 
“people 60+,” “residents who are 60+” etc. (In 
some cultures, “elder” is used as a term of 
respect; reframing principles do not discourage 
such uses.)  

“silver tsunami,” “demographic cliff” – these 
suggest our changing demographics are 
catastrophic (and in some contexts even that 
older adults are to blame)  

Language that is affirmative about changing 
demographics: “As we live longer, healthier 
lives….” 
 

Language that describes aging in terms of 
conflict, as in, “No one escapes aging” or 
“struggling with age,” “battling aging”  

The Building Momentum metaphor for aging, e.g. 
“Aging is a dynamic process that leads to new 
abilities and knowledge we can share with our 
communities.”  

“Ageism” without explaining what it means 
(people often don’t know)  

Define ageism: “Ageism is stereotyping, 
prejudice, and discrimination based on age.” 

https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/publication/finding-the-frame-an-empirical-approach-to-reframing-aging-and-ageism/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/publication/finding-the-frame-an-empirical-approach-to-reframing-aging-and-ageism/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/issues/aging/
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Images 

Please avoid using pictures to represent older adults that suggest decline, dependence, or frailty—for 
example, this one:  

 

 

 

This is not to say we should not show pictures of older adults with canes, using wheelchairs, etc. Rather, 
we want to avoid using only such pictures and using such a picture as a stand-alone image to represent 
older adults.  

 

COVID-Specific Communications Strategies 

A very common narrative regarding COVID-19 has been that we must sacrifice for older adults, who are 
uniquely vulnerable. Unfortunately, this narrative creates stigma and reinforces the negative and 
inaccurate stereotype that older adults are uniformly weak and vulnerable. FrameWorks Institute 
recommends instead emphasizing our interconnectedness and responsibilities to each other, avoiding 
“saviors” and “victims” framing, and avoiding labels that suggest weakness or separation from society. 
The reality is that COVID-19 can threaten anyone’s health, and reducing COVID-19 cases benefits us all. 

Avoid                                                                     Use Instead  

“weak,” “vulnerable” when talking about older 
adults  

“People with greater risk factors” – this follows 
language used by the CDC and avoids the stigma 
of “weak” and “vulnerable”  

“the elderly”   “Older adults,” “older people,” or simply specify 
age levels (e.g., “people who are 60+”)  

“Nursing home residents”  “People in congregate living” (We know that risks 
of COVID-19 are not unique to nursing homes, 
but apply also to prisons, college dormitories, 
and other congregate living situations.)  

 

For more on FrameWorks Institute’s recommendations on framing COVID-19, please see Framing 
COVID-19: Widening the Circle of We and Framing COVID-19: Deploying a Common Good Frame. 

 

 

https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/article/topic-3-widening-the-circle-of-we/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/article/topic-3-widening-the-circle-of-we/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/article/topic-1-deploying-a-common-good-frame/

