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We’re grateful to RRF Foundation for Aging for their support of all older adults,
including those served by LBFE who are 70 and older and aging alone.

The Reframing Aging Initiative (RAI), under the direction of The Gerontological
Society of America, is a long-term social change endeavor designed to improve
the public’s understanding of what aging means, to counter ageism, and to ensure
supportive policies and programs for us all as we journey through life’s course. LBFE
is indebted to RRF Foundation for Aging for their long-time support of the research
behind the RAI and for making it available to dozens of organizations, including
LBFE, through thorough and empowering training. The careful research conducted
by the RAI is featured throughout this guide.
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INTRODUCTION

Thank you for your interest in Little Brothers -
Friends of the Elderly’s (LBFE) work to
alleviate isolation and loneliness among older
adults who are aging without support from
friends or family. Since 1959, LBFE has offered
to people of goodwill the opportunity to join
older adults in friendship and celebration of
life, and we’re so thankful you’re here!

Every year at LBFE, more than 1,000 people
70 and older who are aging alone grow
meaningful, lasting friendships with each other,
volunteers, and staff through our programs,
events, and services.

So often, the feedback we receive from our
dedicated network of 1,500 volunteers is that
through these vibrant friendships with older
adults, their understanding of what it can mean
to age has deepened.

Through LBFE’s Visiting Volunteer Program,
for example, volunteers, like Amanda, and
LBFE members, like Ineze, are matched for
twice monthly visits based on shared interests.
The initial commitment to getting to know
each other and spending time together is one
year, but the friendships formed usually last
much longer, often for many years.

Sharing positive experiences like this about
intergenerational friendships with friends,
family, and community helps more people
understand and embrace older age as a
nuanced and beautiful stage in the lifespan —
one that we can all look forward to.

As you move forward through this guide, we’ll
explore other ways to expand understanding
about aging and older adults.

11 Ineze and | had a fantastic afternoon.
We went on a Big Bus tour around
the city for a couple of hours —
something she’d never done but
wanted to — and then got a belated
birthday dinner at my favorite
steakhouse. Ineze is such a loving,
funny, and energetic lady. She brings
so much joy into my life!”

- Amanda, LBFE Visiting Volunteer

Our organization’s full name, Little Brothers - Friends of the Elderly, is rooted in our history in
Chicago, as well as our identity as part of a national network, and an International Federation, of non-
profit organizations with the same mission to relieve isolation and loneliness for older people aging
alone. As an organization, we have traditionally used the word “elder” in deference to our members.

While there are no plans to change our organization’s name, we are striving to be mindful and
diversify the ways we talk about older adults in our communications.
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REFRAMING AGING

By being mindful about internal and external biases around aging — how we consider aging,
the messages that surround us about aging, and how these two can be linked — we can begin to
shift the collective conversation about aging. We can hone our awareness and ability to identify
problematic messages and ideas, or ageism, and work toward reframing aging instead.

WHAT IS AGEISM?

Ageism is discrimination against persons of a certain age
group based on stereotypes (how we think), prejudices
(how we feel), and discrimination (how we act). Ageism
can be: interpersonal, compassionate, institutional, and
self-directed.

In addition to limiting the ways we’re able to relate to each
other and ourselves, ageism impacts health'. The startling
reality is that ageism is:

¢ A chronic stressor in the lives of older adults

¢ A predictor of lower cognitive performance

¢ A predictor of the Alzheimer’s biodevelopment marker

1“Ageism is a Global Challenge: UN,” World Health Organization, March 18, 2021, who.int/news/item/18-03-2021-ageism-is-a-global-challenge-un.
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FRAMING STRATEGIES

Incorporating the concepts and ideas of the three following techniques in communications and
conversations will help to further expand thinking about aging and older people.

THE JUSTICE VALUE

Used to frame communications about
challenges or problems related to aging

Redirects away from problematic patterns of
thinking, such as: Us vs. Them, Aging = Decline
and Deterioration, Dependency, The Threat of
Modernity (modern life is the problem, things were
better before)

CONCEPTS AND IDEAS:
¢ A just society treats all members as equals.

¢ Right now, our society is not treating older people
as equals; in fact, we are marginalizing their
participation and minimizing their contributions.

* As equal members of society, older adults have a
rightful claim to be full participants in all spheres
of life: socially, culturally, economically, and legally.

«To live up to our ideals, we need to reshape
society so that older people are fully included in
our communities.

IN PRACTICE:

Keep the focus on society’s responsibility to treat
all people as equals. Avoid slipping into appeals
based on compassion, mercy, or the right to dignity,
as these can reinforce the notion of older people as
“other” and evoke paternalistic attitudes.

THE VALUE OF INGENUITY

Used to gain support for changes that drive better outcomes in aging
Redirects away from problematic patterns of thinking, such as: Fatalism, Us vs. Them, Individualism
CONCEPTS AND IDEAS:

* We are problem solvers.

¢ Replacing outdated practices with new, smarter ways of doing things is the key to our
collective ingenuity.

e Let’s work together to find and try new ideas and innovative approaches to improve how our
society supports older people and to improve responses to aging.
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FRAMING STRATEGIES

THE BUILDING MOMENTUM METAPHOR

Used to help people find new language for talking
about aging while reducing ageist attitudes and implicit biases

Redirects away from problematic patterns of thinking, such as:
Us vs. Them, Aging = Decline and Deterioration,
Dependency, The Threat of Modernity

CONCEPTS AND IDEAS:

¢ As we age, all of us are continually changing, and this dynamic process includes positive aspects
at every stage.

* As we get older, we gather momentum through the build up of experiences and insights. We
gain the power of perspective. Our abilities move us forward toward more complex goals.

e Each of us contributes to the forward motion and progress of our communities.
« If we fail to adjust, we risk losing this dynamic source of power.

IN PRACTICE:

* Avoid individualizing this metaphor. This framing technique is about society recognizing,
stewarding, and benefiting from a previously underutilized and under-recognized resource.

* While it’s important to channel public attention to the upsides of the later stages of life, it’s also
important to assert that we are facing issues that demand public attention and new approaches.
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LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION QUICK GUIDE

Just as intergenerational friendships are an intervention to reduce ageism, so are the ways we
talk about aging and older people. By reframing our ideas and speech about aging, it’s possible
to replace unproductive thinking, tell a more complete story of aging, and create a culture shift!

Try to use reference terms carefully:
Words like, “senior,” “senior citizen,”
and “elder” are associated with long-
held stereotypes and less perceived
competency

Instead, the terms “older adult” and “older people” are
associated with the most perceived competency, with
“older people” implying a higher perceived median age
in the mid-60s

Example: “LBFE serves Chicago seniors who are aging
alone,” could become “LBFE serves Chicagoans 70 and
older who are aging alone.”

Try to avoid othering: |dentifying
those who are older as “other”
(separate or different) by using “them?”
or “they”

Instead, use “we” and “us” to focus on aging as a shared
experience because the recognition that we’re all aging
triggers more inclusive thinking

Example: “Older adults need different housing and
transportation options as they age,” could become “As
we age, we all may need different options for housing
and transportation.”

Try to avoid using catastrophic
metaphors: When talking about the
growing population of older people,
terminology like *“tidal wave” or
“tsunami” is fatalistic

Instead, it’s possible to talk affirmatively about changing
demographics

Example: “As Americans live longer, and often
healthier, lives...”

Try to avoid focusing on individual
determinants of aging outcomes:
Focusing on the individual by using
words like, “choice,” “planning,” or
“control” can make it seem like only
our personal choices as we age affect
the quality of our older adulthood,
making it challenging to understand
broader context and potential lack of
support

Instead, emphasize improving social contexts

Example: “Let’s find creative solutions to ensure we
can all thrive as we age.”

Try to define ageism when addressing
the issue: Naming and defining ageism
is a powerful way to remind others why
it matters and how commonplace, and
unchecked, it can be

»

Example: “Ageism is discrimination against people based
on age due to negative and inaccurate stereotypes.”

Try to avoid using conflict-oriented
words: When speaking about aging,
words like, “struggle,” “battle,” or
“fight” are associated with strife

»

Instead: Use language that helps to emphasize the
Building Momentum metaphor — a metaphor for
people’s continuous growth over the life course and
older adults’ contributions

Example: “Aging is a dynamic process that leads to
abilities and knowledge that we can share with our
communities.”
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Images are also highly effective tools to
counter negative stereotypes and advance a
more complete story of older people — one
rooted in authentic experiences.

PHOTOS HELP TELL A
MORE COMPLETE

AGING STORY!

At LBFE, we have wonderful opportunities
to capture older adults enjoying friendship,
engagement, and themselves at celebrations, events, and during outings and visits.
Our photos depict and share the joy that comes from connection with people of all
ages. Here are some additional recommendations for the types of images that work
well to dismantle stereotypes.

Images set in the
community have a
greater positive
impact than images
set in the home.
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Images of older
people using
technology have
greater positive
impact on attitudes
about aging when
they show familiarity
and ease of use.

Images of physical
activity in everyday
situations have greater
positive impact on
attitudes about
aging than images
showing extraordinary
physical feats
(“super seniors”).
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Images of older people with
limited mobility have greater
positive impact on attitudes
about aging when people
are shown engaging with
others or in activities.
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355 N. Ashland Avenue
Chicago, IL 60607-1016
www.LBFEchicago.org
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Scan this QR code
using your phone’s
camera app. Tap

the notification that
pops up to link to our
Reframing Aging page
Or visit:
LBFEchicago.org
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