
Changing the  
conversation:  
A toolkit for  
challenging ageism



u3a

Founded in 1982, University of the Third Age (u3a) is a UK-wide 
movement of locally-run interest groups that provide a wide  
range of opportunities to come together to learn for fun.  
Members explore new ideas, skills and activities together.

There are 1,057 u3as with over 450,000 members; membership 
costs less than £20 on average per year and is open to everyone 
who’s no longer in full-time work.

Centre for Ageing Better

At the Centre for Ageing Better we want everyone to enjoy  
later life. We create change in policy and practice informed by 
evidence and work with partners across England to improve 
employment, housing, health and communities. 

We are a charitable foundation, funded by The National  
Lottery Community Fund, and part of the government’s  
What Works Network.

About us
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About this toolkit

This toolkit is designed as a practical tool to support u3a members 
in challenging ageism and promoting age-positive narratives.  
We hope it helps facilitate conversations between people across 
the age spectrum and gives people the confidence to champion 
positive and realistic representations of ageing and later life. 
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Ageism is a bias from one age group against another. It includes 
the use of stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination against 
people based on their age.

Evidence shows ageism is widespread in society and can be  
found everywhere from our workplaces and health systems  
to the stereotypes we see on TV, advertising and in the media.

Ageism affects people of all ages. In the UK ageism is the  
most prevalent form of discrimination amongst all age groups, 
with one in three people experiencing age-based prejudice or 
discrimination. This toolkit mainly explores how to challenge 
ageism directed at older adults. 

What is ageism?

One in three  
people experience  
age-based prejudice  
or discrimination
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https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/doddery-dear-examining-age-related-stereotypes
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/doddery-dear-examining-age-related-stereotypes


Ageism can also be perpetuated in everyday conversations. 

Common ageist themes about people in later life include pitting 
younger and older generations against each other, reducing 
older people to stereotypes, and portraying later life as a time  
of frailty and decline. Ageism can also be internalised, leading 
people to limit their own behaviour and opportunities, describing 
themselves in negative ways such as ‘past it’ or ‘over the hill’.

COVID-19 has highlighted the prevailing stereotypes surrounding 
ageing that exist in UK society. Some of the language and framing 
of issues has been deeply troubling, from labelling all people aged 
over 70 as ‘vulnerable’ to questioning the value of protecting people 
in later life. The automatic link made between chronological age 
and vulnerability is a damaging generalisation that overlooks the 
diversity of attitudes, health, and abilities of older adults and 
reinforces later life as a time of need and dependency.

5



The way we talk about age influences the way we feel about the 
ageing process and the way we act towards people in different 
age groups. One of the biggest obstacles we face when it comes 
to embracing later life is that the way we think and talk about 
ageing is consistently negative. 

Ageist attitudes have worrying consequences for physical and 
mental health. For example, evidence suggests they can influence 
whether older patients receive treatment, as well as the duration, 
frequency and appropriateness of that treatment. During lockdown, 
this was seen in Do Not Attempt Resuscitation (DNAR) decisions 
being made without consulting either the person or their family. 

Age-based stereotypes can also negatively impact experiences  
in the workplace, with people aged over 50 facing barriers in the 
recruitment process and beyond. Assumptions that older workers 
are less competent or less capable of learning new skills leads to 
people being forced out of the workforce or being passed over  
for job progression. 

Crucially, ageism also affects how we feel about our own  
ageing process. Ageing Better’s research found that less than  
half of people of all ages surveyed held positive views of ageing,  
despite life satisfaction being amongst its highest in later life.  
In fact, people aged over 70 surveyed had the most positive 
view of ageing. 

Why do we need  
to tackle ageism?

6

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56435428
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56435428
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-03/Doddery-but-dear.pdf
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/too-much-experience-older-workers-perceptions-ageism-recruitment-process
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/too-much-experience-older-workers-perceptions-ageism-recruitment-process




37% of u3a members have 
heard ageist language used 
about their age group



A survey was conducted to find out u3a members’ experiences of 
ageist language, both personal experiences and where they had 
noticed ageist language directed at older age groups more generally. 
Just over a thousand members were included in the survey. 

When asked about the type of language they had encountered, 
nearly two fifths (37%) of members had heard ageist language used 
about their age group (50-90+). After TV and radio, members most 
commonly identified the general public as the source of this ageist 
language (62%). 

Terms most commonly described by members as offensive 
included ‘wrinkly’, ‘past it’ and ‘geriatric’. A fifth (20%) of u3a 
members in their sixties said they had  been described as ‘elderly’ 
despite nearly two fifths (37%) of members in this age group 
finding this term offensive.

Members were asked why they disliked these terms and the  
top three reasons given were the terms being patronising (60%), 
disrespectful (62%) and unrepresentative of people in later life 
today (69%).

When asked what terms they did identify with, members  
said independent (87%), curious (74%), intelligent (85%)  
and friendly (84%).

What do u3a  
members think?
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Challenge ageism in everyday conversations 

We don’t always think carefully about what we say and people 
can perpetuate ageism without even realising they are doing it. 
When you hear people using ageist stereotypes or displaying 
ageist attitudes, try to explain how the language they use can 
impact people. People in later life have rich life experiences, a 
wide range of interests and continue to make huge contributions 
to society. It’s important that this is refected in how people talk 
about ageing.   

Sharing stories and personal experiences that challenge common 
stereotypes can be a really effective way of changing people’s 
perception of later life and showing that the ageing process is 
different for everyone. 

In the next section of this toolkit, to support you in having  
these conversations, we have compiled a list of important facts 
and statistics on later life as well as a ‘Top tips’ guide to talking 
about age.

What can you do to 
combat ageism? 
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Get online  

Having more people in later life active and vocal online,  
such as through blogging and on social media platforms,  
can help to combat stereotyping of later life.

 – Hashtags such as the popular instagram tag #thisis50  
showcase the diverse ways in which people approach  
the transition into later life. 

 – Social media is more likely than online news media to  
discuss intergenerational conflict, pitting people from  
different generations against each other. Ageing Better’s 
research suggests these views are not generally held amongst 
the public. Social media can be an effective tool in highlighting 
mutual experiences between generations and the compassion 
that exists between age groups, which will help to challenge  
this narrative.

 – Utilise the power of social media to bring attention to your 
movement. Use hashtags such as #nomorewrinklyhands, 
#ageproud and #agepositive, and share your thoughts, 
experiences, photographs and films that others will relate to.
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Work with your local media 

Local media is a great tool for getting the word out on the work 
your organisation is doing, but we know news media can also be 
the source of ageist stereotypes and attitudes. You can encourage 
local media to move away from stereotypes, use more positive 
imagery and increase positive examples when talking about 
ageing by:

 – Contacting them to challenge ageism in articles and reports - 
politely pointing out to the journalist why their article or 
broadcast is harmful or writing a ‘letter to the editor’ for 
publication in a local newspaper. You could also call in  
to a local radio station to challenge comments made on air.

 – Pointing them towards Ageing Better’s Age-Postive Image 
Library as a source of more diverse and representative images  
of people in later life.

 – In the resources section of this toolkit we have provided  
a press release guide and template for you to use to boost  
local media’s awareness of the work u3a does and highlight 
positive representations of later life.
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https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/old-age-problem-how-society-shapes-and-reinforces-negative-attitudes-ageing
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/old-age-problem-how-society-shapes-and-reinforces-negative-attitudes-ageing
https://ageingbetter.resourcespace.com/pages/search.php
https://ageingbetter.resourcespace.com/pages/search.php


You can encourage local 
media to move away from 
stereotypes, use more 
positive imagery and 
increase positive examples 
when talking about ageing



Write to your Member of Parliament

Writing to your MP can be a great way to get combatting ageism 
on the political agenda. 

 – Whether you voted for them or not, it is your MP’s responsibility 
to represent you and your concerns in parliament. 

 – To find out who your local MP is and how best to contact them, 
type your postcode into the UK parliament website. 

 – Consider writing to your MP, attending a constituency surgery, 
or asking for a meeting. Share your personal examples of ageism 
and suggest ways your MP can help to raise awareness of the 
need to tackle it. They might be willing to speak about it in 
parliament, blog or post about it on their website and social 
media channels, or attend an event.

Offer to present to local groups and at public events 

Sharing stories is a great way to inspire people to take action. 

 – Think of ways you can bring the need to challenge ageism  
into wider conversations around local issues such as housing, 
employment, health and social care and community activity.

 – When speaking at an event, it is important to understand  
who your audience is. Are they people already engaged in 
combatting ageism, or might they be new to the conversation? 
We have included a short presentation about ageism in the 
resources section of this toolkit.
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Start a cross-generational movement  

This could be any level and type of organised actitivy and  
can be local to you. As ageism affects all generations, setting  
up events and campaigns that are inclusive of all ages will help 
foster solidarity and understanding between generations.

 – Starting a movement can begin with simple steps like setting  
up a local coffee morning or book club to discuss issues 
surrounding ageism. 

 – Encourage people to galvanise support in their communities 
across all ages to challenge ageism. 

 – Even if it isn’t possible to host events in person, online events 
are a great alternative. 
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Top tips

DO use terms like ‘mature’,  
‘senior’ and ‘later life’. 60% of 
people rated ‘mature’ as positive  
and only 6% viewed it negatively.

DON’T use words like ‘old’,  
‘elderly’ and ‘OAP’ to describe 
people. In the groups Ageing  
Better surveyed these terms  
were viewed negatively.

DO show diverse and positive 
representations of people in  
later life. u3a members see  
themselves as ‘independent’,  
‘curious’, ‘intelligent’ and ‘funny’.

DON’T perpetuate  
“Compassionate Ageism”.  
Avoid ‘misty-eyed’ patronising 
portrayals. Avoid using terms 
like ‘dear’. Refer to people by  
their names.

Positive  
representation

Positive terms
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DO use specific ages when  
possible to avoid generalising. 

DON’T generalise when speaking 
about people in later life. Avoid 
using othering terms like ‘they’  
and ‘them’

DO embrace realistic  
depictions of ageing.  
People don’t have to  
‘look young for their age’  
or run marathons in order  
to enjoy later life.

DON’T reinforce ideas  
of “successful ageing”.  
How we age is often more  
a product of our environments  
than personal choices.

TIP Challenge yourself to spot and 
combat internalised ageism such as 
describing yourself as “past it” or 
“having a senior moment” 

Avoid 
generalisations 

Realistic 
depictions
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Factsheet
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In less than 20 years one in four people will be over 65.
Office for National Statistics, 2017

While on average older people have higher levels of 
wealth than younger age groups, huge financial inequality 
exists among people in later life. Some 1.9 million people 
aged 65 and over live in relative poverty. Within this 
group, 1.1 million are in severe poverty.
Department for Work and Pensions, 2018

Most of our later lives are spent living independently.  
In fact, 90% of over 65s live in mainstream, ordinary 
housing, not care homes or retirement communities.
Based on care home data and estimates of the number of older people who live  
in specialist housing

In the workplace, over a third of workers are aged over 
50. Many people over 50 provide unpaid care for loved 
ones and in retirement many people volunteer and help 
out in their communities. 
Office for National Statistics, 2019

Older workers are the backbone of Britain’s public 
services. 3.4 million key workers are over 50, and 
130,000 are over 70.
Office for National Statistics, 2020
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/datasets/populationestimatesforukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-199495-to-201617
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/living-longer-evidence-cards
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/publications/living-longer-evidence-cards
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/employmentunemploymentandeconomicinactivitybyagegroupseasonallyadjusteda05sa
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/news/response-new-stats-ons-showing-34m-key-workers-are-50-or-over
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Regular volunteering (particularly informal) is more 
common in older age groups. Both formal and informal 
volunteering peak in the 65-74-year age group.
DCMS Community Life Survey, 2020

Life satisfaction is at its highest in later life, and people 
aged 70 and over are more positive about ageing than 
any other age group.
Ageing Better, 2021

People in younger age groups (16-24) are three times 
more likely to experience loneliness than people aged 
over 65.
Office for National Statistics, 2018

Contrary to media representations of intergenerational 
conflict, 80% of people believe older adults have a wealth 
of experience and perspectives to offer society today.
Ageing Better, 2021

Despite most adverts featuring under 40s, over 50s 
account for more than half of all consumer spending. 
They are the top spenders in a number of categories such 
as travel and tourism, food, clothing, household goods 
and eating out.
ILC UK, 2019
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https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-201920
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/attitudes-ageing
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-43711606#:~:text=The%20research%20found%20that%20almost,resilient%22%20to%20worries%20about%20loneliness.
https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/attitudes-ageing
https://ilcuk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Maximising-the-longevity-dividend.pdf




Press release template

We have created a press release template for u3a members  
to use to tell the media about their work, as well as a tips for  
writing a press release.

Image and icon library 

We have created a free image library, containing hundreds  
of photos of people aged 50 and over in a range of settings  
to highlight the diversity of later life. 

To help improve representation of later life, this library includes a 
series of ten age-positive icons, designed to replace the limited 
and stereotypical selection of icons and symbols commonly used 
to depict ageing and older people.

The images and icons are free to use and we hope will to help 
challenge stereotypical imagery of later life which feeds into 
ageist attitudes. 

Resources

Press  
release 

template 
HERE

Free  
image  
library 
HERE

Free  
icons  
HERE
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https://ageingbetter.resourcespace.com/pages/search.php?search=%21collection2061049&k=bdcd772e5b
https://ageingbetter.resourcespace.com/pages/home.php
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A presentation for challenging ageism

We have created a PowerPoint version of this toolkit, including our 
top tips and factsheet, to assist you in any events you are planning 
to combat ageism. 

WHO Global Campaign to Combat Ageism

The World Health Organisation has some great resources around 
starting a conversation on ageism as part of its Global Campaign 
to Combat Ageism.

WHO 
resources 

HERE

Presentation 
HERE
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https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/demographic-change-and-healthy-ageing/combatting-ageism/global-report-on-ageism
https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/demographic-change-and-healthy-ageing/combatting-ageism/global-report-on-ageism
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/initiating-a-conversation-about-ageism
https://ageingbetter.resourcespace.com/pages/search.php?search=%21collection2061049&k=bdcd772e5b




Let’s take action today for all our tomorrows.  
Let’s make ageing better. 

This guide is part of our work on tackling ageism  
and is freely available at ageing-better.org.uk

The Centre for Ageing Better creates change in policy  
and practice informed by evidence and works with partners  
across England to improve employment, housing, health  
and communities. Ageing Better is a charitable foundation,  
funded by The National Lottery Community Fund.


