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Ageism Toolkit: Words Matter 

What does ageism mean? Ageism means treating people unfairly 
because of their age. According to the World Health Organization, it 
includes stereotypes (how we think), prejudice (how we feel), and 
discrimination (how we act) towards others based on their age. It can 
be in any direction – too young to understand, too old to understand!  
It can be directed to oneself, it manifests in our relations with others, 
and it is evident in our organizations, workplaces, communities, and 
in our society. 

Why does it matter? It matters because ageism has been shown to: 

• Impact our health, leading to poorer physical and mental health, 
reduced quality of life, and earlier deaths.  

• Affect how older workers are treated, causing discrimination in 
hiring and promotions and pressures to retire. 

• Lead to the exclusion of older persons from society, deepening 
isolation and inequality.   

• Mistreatment of older persons (also often known as elder abuse) is a 
direct and devastating manifestation of societal ageism. 
 

 

Objective of this activity: This activity aims to raise awareness about 
how language conveys meaning, and choice of words and phrases can 
feed assumptions and judgments about age - intentionally and 
unintentionally.  
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Who can do this activity? Students (all ages), the general public, 
workplaces, community groups 

Suggested time required: 20 – 45 minutes 

Supplies: Pre-printed poster board, flipchart, or whiteboard; Markers; 
Post-it Notes; Sample language guides  

Resources:  

• Quick Guide to Avoid Ageism in Communications 
• Don’t call me “old”: Avoiding ageism when writing about aging 

Instructions: This activity can be used in workshops, focus groups, and 
exhibits/displays. 

• In workshops or focus groups: Introduce the activity with the 
definition of ageism; ask participants why they think it matters. Then 
ask: What words and phrases do you think are ageist? What words 
and phrases could be used instead? Discussion can be among the 
whole, or in small groups with a report back. Discuss the examples, 
along with ideas for how people can be more aware of ageism in 
language, and challenge it when they see or hear it.  

• Exhibits displays: Encourage visitors to think of examples to post, 
along with their non-ageist substitutes. Have posters, markers, and 
Post-it notes available so that people can easily write their responses 
and post them on the boards or flipcharts OR have them write 
directly on the boards. 

 

https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/ageing/quick-guide-to-avoid-ageism-in-communication---en.pdf
https://www.nia.nih.gov/research/blog/2023/12/dont-call-me-old-avoiding-ageism-when-writing-about-aging


Words Matter!
The Language of Aging and Ageism

Language conveys meaning, and our choice of words and phrases 

can feed assumptions and judgments, both intentionally and unintentionally. 

Over time, repetition and usage patterns infiltrate conversation, media, and 

popular culture, leading to age stereotypes and discrimination.

What words and phrases 
do you think are ageist? 

What words and phrases 
could be used instead? 
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