
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Ageism Defined 
 
Ageism, defined in 1969 by Robert Neil Butler, is ‘the stereotyping, prejudice, and 
discrimination against people on the basis of their age’.1  
 
Under the Equality Act 2010, it is illegal to discriminate against a person because of 
their age. However, ageism persists in many forms throughout society.  
 
Ageism may be casual or systemic and is associated with negative stereotypes of 
older people and ageing. Ageism leads to older people being treated unfairly and 
their rights not being respected or upheld and can have serious consequence for 
older people’s health and wellbeing.  
 
It can also negatively influence the decisions made by society, meaning that the 
services, support, facilities and opportunities that people need to help them to age 
well can be inadequate. 

Ageism and Social Attitudes 
 
Although other forms of discrimination, such as racism and sexism, are rightly met 
with moral outrage, ageism elicits less strong and less negative responses.2 
 
In Wales: 

• Almost 1 in 8 older people (12% of people aged 60+ in Wales) feel they have 

been discriminated against because of their age.3 

• 24% older people think ageism against older people is prevalent in Wales.4 

 

Ageist Stereotypes 
 
Stereotypes about ageing and older people, though not always overtly negative, 
impact upon how older people are treated in society, what is and isn’t expected of 
them, and can perpetuate ageist attitudes and thinking. 
 

• Though older people are often stereotyped in a positive way as warm5 and 

wise6, they are often negatively stereotyped as less physically active and less 

competent than younger people.7 Though not all openly hostile, these 



 

stereotypes can lead to older people being treated differently than younger 

people, patronised or even pitied. 

 

• However, ageist stereotypes and attitudes are not uniform across countries 

and cultures as cultural and ethnic backgrounds shape the perceptions of 

older people and rates and prevalence of ageism. Ageist attitudes are found 

to be more strongly held in Europe than in North America.8,9 In the UK, 

attitudes to ageing and older people are more positive among individuals from 

a black ethnic background than other ethnic groups.10  

 

‘Everyday’ Ageism and Ageism in the Media 
 
Ageist attitudes and stereotypes are perpetuated in everyday language and 
conversations. 
 

• Phrases such as ‘Past it’, ‘Drive like an old woman’, ‘Senile’, ‘Out of touch’, 

‘You can’t teach an old dog new tricks’, all convey and reinforce ageist 

attitudes and stereotypes. Seemingly positive phrases, such as “you look 

good for your age” reinforce preconceptions about what it means to age and 

be an older person.11 

 
Ageist attitudes and stereotypes are also spread and reinforced in the media, often 
perpetuating the stereotypes that older people are frail, ill and dependent. 
 

• Analysis of UK newspapers shows that older people are most often 

represented as consumers of finite health-care resources, with the words 

‘health’, ‘care’, ‘elderly’ and ‘ageing’ often associated in newspaper 

coverage.12 This reinforces the ageist view that older people are the main 

consumers of health and care resources. However, analysis of health and 

social care spending in Wales shows that while 75% of the people who 

received social care from local authorities in Wales in 2017/18 were aged 65 

or over, they received just under a third (32%) of the spend, challenging this 

dominant narrative.13  

 

• Some brands and advertisers are attempting to tackle ageist representations, 

with B & Q, L’Oreal, Barclays and Dove all highlighted for their work in this 

area.14 

Ageism and Health & Care 
 
Ageist attitudes can impact an older person’s beliefs about their own ageing, acting 
as a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ where negative attitudes lead to negative experiences of 
ageing, damaging physical and mental health, and reducing quality of life and even 
life-expectancy. As well as directly impacting older people’s health and wellbeing, 
health and care professionals can exhibit age discrimination in their treatment of 
older people and in their decisions regarding older people’s care. 
  



 

• Older people with more positive self-perceptions of ageing live on average 7.5 

years longer than those with less positive self-perceptions of ageing.15  

 

• Perceived age discrimination increases the risk of serious health problems, 

including: coronary heart disease, stroke, diabetes, chronic lung disease, 

limiting long-standing illness, and symptoms of depression.16 

 

• Negative perceptions of ageing earlier in life can lead to a steeper decline of 

‘hippocampal volume’ (the area of the brain associated with memory) and 

increase the amount of ‘neurofibrillary tangles and amyloid plaques’ 

associated with Alzheimer’s Disease and other forms of Dementia, compared 

to those with positive beliefs about ageing.17 

 

• Perceived age discrimination increases the likelihood of people rating their 

health poorly and can also act as a barrier to a healthy lifestyle, for example 

by leading people to engage in coping behaviours, such as drinking or 

smoking, to alleviate the negative psychological effects of discrimination.18 

 

• Diagnoses and treatment plans can be (subconsciously) shaped by clinicians’ 

attitudes to ageing, with older people more likely to be diagnosed with 

dementia or a physical illness, and younger people more likely to be 

diagnosed with depression and anxiety when they present identical 

symptoms.19 

 

• Older people’s interactions with health professionals can also be impacted by 

ageist attitudes, ranging from the patronising use by health professionals of 

unnecessarily loud and basic form of language branded ‘elderspeak’ to more 

serious issues such as clinicians not discussing with or fully informing older 

people of clinical and treatment decisions.20 

 

Ageism: Intergenerational Problem, Intergenerational Solution 
 
Ageism does not only affect older people. Both older and younger people feel they 
are impacted by ageism.21 However, in surveys, younger people are more likely to 
report experiencing ageism than older people. 
 

• In Wales 29% (more than 1 in 4) of people aged 18-59 feel they have been 

discriminated against because of their age22, compared to only 12% of people 

aged 60+. 

• Younger people highlight issues of ‘structural’ ageism e.g. minimum wage age 

discrimination and the voting age barrier. Younger people also highlight 

issues such as the rise of unpaid internships or underpaid work, and (in a 

similar vein to older people) the prevalence of patronising comments, 

particularly in the workplace.23 

 
Though younger adults are more likely to report experiencing ageism, they are also 
more likely to have negative attitudes to ageing and older people.24 However, 



 

intergenerational contact is shown to reduce younger people’s negative perceptions 
of older people and ageing.25 

The Cost of Ageism 
 
Ageism does not only hurt older people, it costs society as a whole, with the 
economic impact of ageism felt in multiple sectors.   
 

• There are an estimated 1 million people aged 50-64 in the UK who are 

economically inactive but who left work involuntarily. 26 

 

• Unemployed individuals over the age of 50 are more likely to be long-term 

unemployed than younger unemployed people. Currently, 38% of unemployed 

individuals in the UK aged 50 and over (116,000 people) have been 

unemployed for over 12 months, compared with 29% of 25-49 year olds and 

19% of 18-24 year olds.27 

 
The impact of older people’s long-term unemployment is felt economically, in the 
loss of tax contributions and the payment of unemployment benefits. The lack of 
meaningful and secure work has also been shown to exacerbate mental and 
physical health conditions.28  
 
We can therefore see how the impact of ageist attitudes and practices in the labour 
market can be translated to rising costs in the health and social care sector, costs 
associated with provision for older people whose exclusion from meaningful and 
secure work may have exacerbated ill-health.  
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