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Today’s Agenda

• What is “old”

• Implications of demographic shifts

• Changing the narrative to facilitate well-being into the 

longer life course

• Some opportunities at WashU



At what age does a person become “old.”

Please put your answer in the chat



A cross-national survey:

When does a person become old?

Source:  Sloan Center on Aging & Work (2014). unpublished data from the 2010 Generations of Talent Study.  N-1589



How old is old?
• Aging is a biological, psychological, and social phenomenon. 

• Where did we get “65 years” any way??!

• Depends on population (homeless - 50 yrs+, global - 60 yrs+) 

• Age is socially constructed.

• Social constructionism:   ideas about aging and “old” are subjectively 
created by people within social context and culture; more created by 
social forces and culture than by biological 



Heterogeneity
• There is great variation within and among these groups.  

• Consider the differences between someone 65 and someone 85   
(often termed ‘the elderly’)

• What about the difference between one 80-year-old and another?

• How do we explain this variation?

• How to avoid this overgeneralization?







Social Determinants of Health

Modifiable



The average life expectancy in the 

United States is:

A. 71.8

B. 74.2

C. 77.0

D. 79.9



The average life expectancy in the 

United States is:

A. 71.8 Black Males

B. 74.2 Males

C. 77.0

D. 79.9 Females



If you live to age 65…

…you’ll make it to 85 (if you’re female)

…you’ll make it to 82 (if you’re male)



We are living longer
Life expectancy (from birth) in the United States, from 

1860 to 2020



Deidre McPhillips, CNN

Published December 22, 2022





We are not all living as long



What percent of the US 

population is over the age of 65?

A. 4%

B. 16%

C.22%

D.33%



What percent of the US 

population is over the age of 65?

A. 4% where we were in 1900

B. 16%

C.22% where we’re going in 2040

D.33% where some countries already are



The changing “population pyramid”



The changing “population pyramid”



The demographic revolution
Percentage of population > age 65



We are having few children



Immigration policies & practices



• Demographic revolution 

(change in age distribution of societies)

• Longevity revolution

(extension of human life)
HSBC ad in Heathrow:  Two-

thirds of all people who have 

reached age 65 are alive today





Finances

Health care

Consumer 
products & 
services

Living with 
health 

problems

FamilyHousing

Transportation

Work

Hobbies & 
community 

engagement



Aging:

It’s personal

It’s professional

&



When I’m 64: Transforming your future

A class about (and with) “old” people



So here’s the deal

• You will probably live into your 8th or 9th decade; many of you will 

live to 100

• You will live in a “top-heavy” society where there are more old 

people than young people

• You will live in a society where expectations, attitudes, 

organizations, and physical structures were developed when life 

expectancy was half of what it is today



Aging is relevant to every discipline
• Accounting

• Anthropology

• Archaeology

• Art

• Biology

• Business

• Chemistry

• Economics

• Law

• Mechanical Engineering

• Medicine

• Occupational Therapy

• Philosophy

• Physical Therapy

• Political Science

• Psychology

• Public Health

• Social Work



Global demographic shifts affect all aspects of our lives. Expert knowledge and skills about 

older adults and aging societies empower social workers in all service arenas. 

Are you interested in:

• mental health?

• human development across the longer life course?

• prevention and health?

• multi-generational families?

• communities for all ages?

• end-of-life, grief, and loss?

• social policy and systemic change?

• cumulative inequality and social justice?

Older adults and aging societies MSW specialization



Confronting Ageism



What is Ageism?

• Ageism refers to discrimination (how people 

act), prejudice (how people feel) & 

stereotyping (how people think) based on age.

• Like other isms, ageism begins in childhood and 

is reinforced over the course of one’s life.

• Unlike other isms, ageism in later life will be 

something everyone will face.

• External and internal ageism    Explicit and 

implicit

Global report on ageism. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021.



How Prevalent is Ageism?

National Poll on Healthy Aging:  University of 

Michigan, July 2020



• Impairs health 

– leads to poor physical health

– associated with worse health 

behaviors

– delays recovery from disability

– negatively affects mental health

– reduces overall quality of life

– takes a heavy economic toll on both 

individuals and society costing society 

billions of dollars in health care costs.
20

Ageism hurts all of us

Chang ES, et al. 2020

• Reduces income and retirement 

security 

• Leads to dissatisfaction and 

discouragement in workplace

• Increases conflict between 

generations

• Inhibits research and training on 

components of aging and ageism 

itself.



Global report on ageism. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021





Words Matter



Words matter

Finding the Frame: An Empirical Approach to Reframing Aging and Ageism

Senior

Least 
Competent

Most 
Competent

Elder

Senior

Citizen
Older 

Person
Older 

Adult

Oldest

Senior

Youngest

Elder
Senior

Citizen
Older 

Person

Older 

Adult

~69 

yrs

~69 

yrs

~68 

yrs

~64 

yrs

~54 

yrs





Can we agree ?…

“the elderly”

“the aged”

“elder”
“seniors”

“older persons”

“older adults”



US
(younger)

THEM
(older)



US . . . . . . . THEM   



Reframing 
Aging – Words 
Matterwww.reframingaging.org



Stereotype

Home (reframingaging.org) The why and how of 

reframing

Insert video from reframing aging

https://www.reframingaging.org/


Save the Date: 2023 Friedman Lecture & Awards

• 22nd Annual Friedman Lecture: Mental 

health and older adults: New ways to provide 

high-quality care

–Keynote Speaker: Eric Lenze, MD

–April 21, 2023, 8:30am – 12:00pm

–EPNEC

Scan for more info & to register



Up Next

• Your Next Move: Transitioning to the New 
Retirement 

–Seminar on non-financial aspects of retirement

–February 8, 5:00-7:00pm, FLTC or Zoom OR

–April 11, 5:00-7:00pm, Umrath Lounge

Visit publichealth.wustl.edu/aging or 
scan QR Code for more info



Up Next
• Issues in Aging: Cognability: an ecological theory of 

neighborhoods and cognitive aging
– February 13, 12:00pm via Zoom

– Michael Esposito, WashU; Jessica Finlay, University of 
Michigan

• Issues in Aging: A New Resource for You: Reframing 
Aging Communications Best Practices
– March 13, 12:00pm via Zoom

Visit publichealth.wustl.edu/aging or 
scan QR Code for more info



Nancy Morrow-Howell

morrow-Howell@wustl.edu

Contact me about the specialization, 
classes or practicums in aging
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