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Abstract
In this article, we outline how the response to the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has the
potential to fundamentally change how we think and feel about our own age, and how we think
and feel about other age groups. Specifically, we outline how discourse surrounding the pandemic
has strengthened the homogeneous view of older adults as vulnerable, has socially stigmatized
being an older adult, and has exacerbated hostile and benevolent expressions of ageism. We
explore the impact of these changing dynamics on intergenerational cohesion and relations,
and propose that understanding theories of ageism will be essential for how we handle future
pandemics in order to reduce the potential negative impact of crises on individuals as well as on
communities and societies.
Keywords
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Research exploring the nature and consequences
of ageism, directed towards and experienced by
older adults, has been growing in traction in the
last few years due to increasing recognition of
population ageing, workforce ageing, and the
need to enhance and not hinder older adults’ participation and contribution to society. However,
the global COVID-19 outbreak has the potential
to exacerbate expressions and experiences of
ageism in Western cultures. We illustrate how the
discourse surrounding the pandemic has strengthened the homogeneous view of older adults as
vulnerable, has socially stigmatized being an older
adult, and has increased hostile and benevolent
ageism. We then explore the potential impact on
intergenerational relations and set out new avenues for future research.

Vulnerability Narrative
At the beginning of March 2020, when the spread
of COVID-19 was escalating, the media across
Europe and the Americas consistently paired the
terms “vulnerable” and “older people” when
describing the pandemic (Ayalon et al., 2020).
Although well intentioned, this messaging had
two very damaging consequences. First, it strengthened the homogeneous view of older adults as
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vulnerable, an already widely embedded negative
age stereotype (Cohn-Schwartz & Ayalon, 2020;
Swift et al., 2019). This view can be damaging to
future older adults. As posited by stereotype
embodiment theory (SET) and the risks of ageism
model (RAM), if future generations internalize
negative age stereotypes, it can result in self-limiting views of old age, which can be a risk to health,
well-being, and active participation in later life
(Levy, 2009; Swift et al., 2017). The vulnerability
narrative is also concordant with negative age stereotypes of incompetence, which underpin age
discrimination in the workplace, in health and
social care, and in the provision of goods and services (Levy et al., 2020; Swift et al., 2017). Age stereotypes can also inform the ways we interact with
older people, such as using overly patronizing gestures or tones (Chasteen et al., 2020; see also Fisher
& Ryan, 2021, for a discussion of gender stereotypes during COVID-19). This is costly not only to
individuals’ health and well-being (Jackson et al.,
2019), but also to the economy. The cost of age
discrimination to the annual production of goods
and services in the US is estimated to be $850 billion (AARP, 2020). Another study estimates that
the US loses $63 billion annually due to health
costs related to ageism (Levy et al., 2020).
Second, the messaging suggests that only
older people should be worried about or are at
risk of contracting the virus and, by implication,
that young people are not vulnerable or, worse,
are resilient to it (Gerontological Society of
America [GSA], 2020). In many countries, the
framing of the pandemic failed to point out that
people of all ages are vulnerable to COVID-19. A
few months in, data suggest that adults in their
20s and 30s are the largest proportion of COVID19 carriers (Henley, 2020), with many suffering
serious health consequences as a result of the
virus. The framing of vulnerability is important
because it influences perceived risk to COVID19, which in turn influences health behaviours
and the spread of the virus.
Together, the representation of older adults as
vulnerable and those who are younger as invulnerable has potential to cause friction between generations by influencing how we think age groups
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should behave in order to control the virus. For
example, the suggestion that only older adults
should isolate can be discriminatory by suppressing another reality, which is the diversity of this
age group spanning some 40 to 50 years. Scholars
argue it would “deprive society of many people
who are productive and active and who can be a
key part of the solution by supporting the economy, families and communities” (Stafford, 2020).
The vulnerability narrative also misrepresents age
as the primary indicator of risk when, in reality,
other factors are actually more important, such as
the nature and seriousness of preexisting health
conditions (Ayalon et al., 2020; GSA, 2020).
Therefore, the vulnerability narrative is problematic because it homogenizes older adults, it can
create tensions between generations by influencing how we think age groups should behave during the pandemic, and it disregards the contribution
of older adults to society.

Stigmatizing Social Identity
COVID-19 has been represented as a disease that
only affects older people thus increasing the stigmatization of being an older person (Aronson,
2020). This perception—coupled with the vulnerability narrative and increased pairing of the terms
“elderly” and “older adults” with death, mortality,
and morbidity—has consequences for how we
feel about our age and the ageing process.
According to terror management theory, one
explanation for ageism is that it stems from people’s fears of death and dying, which contribute to
fears about being old, being perceived as old, and
having a stigmatized social identity (Martens et al.,
2005; see also Esses & Hamilton, 2021, for discussion of disease avoidance and anti-immigrant attitudes during COVID-10). As a consequence, we
tend to distance ourselves from identifying and
engaging with older adults in order to protect ourselves from the discomfort associated with mortality salience (Martens et al., 2005). This can
manifest as a disconnect between people’s chronological age and their self-identification as an
older person—or the age they feel, known as subjective age (Weiss & Lang, 2012).
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Emerging evidence suggests that the pandemic
seems to be exacerbating this disconnect. A threewave study in the US with participants aged 18 and
over (N = 3,738) revealed that participants’ tendency to feel younger increased with the emergence of the pandemic, and was predicted by the
extent to which participants believed COVID-19
to be a threat to older adults (Terracciano et al.,
2020). This is indicative of a strategy to protect the
self from negative information, such as stereotypes about ageing (Weiss & Lang, 2012) and the
threat of COVID-19, by feeling younger
(Terracciano et al., 2020). For older adults, psychologically distancing themselves from their age
could protect them from threats to their identity,
but it could also mean they do not recognize themselves in the descriptive language used by the
media or policymakers, because the descriptions
do not conform to how they view themselves (see
Kruglanski et al., 2021, for discussion of threats to
self during COVID-19). This, in turn, could influence engagement in preventative behaviours to
reduce the transmission of COVID-19 if they are
not deemed relevant to the self.
The additional subjectivity surrounding the
age at which we think someone becomes an older
adult (Abrams et al., 2011) also means it is up to
individuals to determine who these vulnerable
“older people” are. As a consequence, people
who did not consider themselves “old” before, or
are psychologically distancing themselves from
this age group, might not be able to escape being
perceived as an older adult by others. Therefore,
people may still find themselves subject to ageist
comments or behaviours from friends, peers, colleagues, or strangers, even if they do not view
themselves as “old.”

Devaluing Perceived Social
Status of Older Adults
In addition to stigmatizing old age, public discourse surrounding the pandemic has shed light
on how societies value people’s lives and on the
discrepancy between the value placed on older and
younger people’s lives (Aronson, 2020). As highlighted by Fraser et al. (2020), the disregard for the
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impact of COVID-19 in care homes and the
exclusion of nursing home residents from official
death counts “could lead the public to conclude
that their deaths were insignificant and to be
expected (p. 693)” At the same time, the widespread use of the hashtag “BoomerRemover”
(Aronson, 2020; Monahan et al., 2020) signals a
lack of concern over how COVID-19 is affecting
older generations. Xiang et al.’s (2020) analysis of
posts on Twitter revealed that 1 in 10 tweets
implied that the lives of older adults are less valuable, and downplayed the pandemic because it
mostly affects older adults. In addition, the high
mortality rates amongst older adults are considered
inevitable or a normal outcome, worthy of jokes
or ridicule, which is consistent with past findings
showing the deaths of younger individuals are seen
as more unjust than those of older people
(Chasteen & Madey, 2003).
The devaluing of older adults’ lives can also be
seen in narratives surrounding the distribution of
resources needed to fight the virus, such as agebased rationing of ventilators and hospital beds
(White & Lo, 2020). The increased demand for
health care set against limited resources can lead
people to justify the distribution of resources in
favor of those who are younger, which implies
that older people’s lives are less valuable.

Hostile, Calculated Ageism
Devaluing of older adults’ social status in society is
also present in expressions of “calculated ageism.”
Calculated ageism refers to expressions or sentiments that justify prejudicial beliefs or unfair treatment with positive claims (Barrett et al., 2020).
During the pandemic, public discourse that suggests older generations should sacrifice their lives
in order to reduce the economic cost of COVID19 for future generations has emerged (Barrett
et al., 2020). In this case, the ageist expression is
that older lives are expendable, which is set against
the benefit of reduced economic burden on
younger generations. This is a stark and clear
expression of age bias against older adults, and a
damaging characterization of how a society feels
about its older generations (Aronson, 2020).
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Although expressions of hostile, calculated
ageism have arisen during the pandemic, they are
not necessarily widely endorsed. Barrett et al.
(2020) used thematic analysis to examine 188
tweets in response to Texas Governor Dan
Patrick’s (aged 69) statement that encouraged
self-sacrifice of those aged 70 plus for the economic benefit of America’s future generations.
Only 5% of responses endorsed the statement,
90% opposed, and the remaining 5% conveyed
no position. Support for calculated ageism centered on individual responsibility and patriotism.
Opposition centered on its immorality, politicaleconomic critiques (such as privileging the economic interest of the powerful few over the
many), affirmations of older adults’ contribution
and value, and the public health argument that
outlined the importance of prioritizing preventative strategies. This example illustrates how
COVID-19 has emboldened politicians and others to express hostile, ageist statements that were
much less likely to be communicated before the
pandemic.

Benevolent, Compassionate
Ageism
The distinction between hostile and benevolent
expressions and experiences of ageism is well evidenced, with benevolent ageism characterized as
subtler (Abrams et al., 2011; Chasteen et al., 2020).
Benevolent ageism reflects the widely recognized
view that there are mixed stereotypes of older
adults, who are typically viewed negatively as
incompetent, but positively as warm and friendly
(Cuddy et al., 2007). This mixed view underpins
feelings of pity, and drives paternalism, the need to
protect, and actions of nurturing and helping
(Cuddy et al., 2007). The pandemic, which exacerbated the vulnerability narrative, has conflated
chronological age with impairment, incompetence,
but also helplessness. These perceptions can
increase feelings of pity and, therefore, also helping
behaviours (Cuddy et al., 2007). Indeed, there has
been an increase in social movements driven by
social media to help and support people impacted
by the virus (Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020).
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Although well intentioned, these social
movements can be a vehicle for benevolent ageism. Old age stereotypes can inform a biased
view that older adults are the ones in more need
of help and assistance (GSA, 2020). As such,
older adults could find themselves on the receiving end of unwanted help and unwanted expressions of concern. Research has shown that
unwanted patronizing expressions of concern
are viewed as more acceptable when coming
from family or friends compared with strangers
(Horhota et al., 2019). It may be the case that the
COVID-19 outbreak has only heightened such
patronizing treatment of older people, given the
perceived acceptability that existed prior to the
pandemic.
Social care movements also need to be careful
not to reinforce the vulnerability narrative and
impressions of older adults as warm but incompetent (Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020). The internalization of these stereotypes could lead future
older generations to behave in line with expectations of helplessness (Levy, 2009). They also have
the potential to be problematic by promoting a
dependence–support script that upholds youthcentered power and privilege as abled-bodied
helpers of less privileged stereotyped groups
(Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020).

Implications for Intergenerational
Relations
Relations between generations could be significantly disrupted by the pandemic. The vulnerability narrative serves to strengthen younger
people’s already negative age stereotypes of
need and dependency (Ayalon et al., 2020). In
addition, motivation to maintain a positively distinct social identity could lead younger people to
increase the psychological distance between
themselves and older age groups, which have
been stigmatized by the pandemic (Terracciano
et al., 2020). This has the potential to increase
ageist views and lead to misunderstandings as
well as reduced empathy and perspective taking,
which can disrupt intergenerational cohesion
(Abrams et al., 2011).
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Expressions of hostile ageism that devalue
older adults’ social status and frame their consumption of resources as disproportionate or
excessive, and as detrimental to younger generations, could be a source of conflict and create
tension between generations. This narrative sees
older adults as violating a prescriptive norm of
consumption, which is the view that older adults
should not consume resources reserved for future
generations (North & Fiske, 2013). Violating this
norm can result in younger adults holding more
hostile attitudes towards their older counterparts
(North & Fiske, 2013). In addition, narratives
that highlight the negative impact of the pandemic reflected, for instance, on youth unemployment, which violates beliefs about succession
of power and jobs to younger generations, could
further exacerbate intergenerational tensions
(North & Fiske, 2013). On the other hand,
younger adults’ good intentions to help others
during the pandemic could be rejected if they are
deemed patronizing (Horhota et al., 2019;
Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020).
Of course, older adults are not the only ones
susceptible to be portrayed negatively by the
media during the pandemic. A further dynamic
that has potential to harm cohesion between
generations is the representation of younger
adults as reckless and irresponsible (Gharzai
et al., 2020). This could result in hostile expressions of ageism towards younger adults
(Chasteen et al., 2020), and in older adults resisting or avoiding contact with younger people.

Future Directions and New
Theoretical Challenges
SET and the RAM suggest the vulnerability narrative will be self-limiting to future generations and
will negatively impact health, well-being, and longevity (Levy, 2009; Swift et al., 2017). A priority for
researchers will be to monitor the extent to which
negative age stereotypes are recognized and
endorsed during and after the pandemic. The
impact of psychological distancing from older age
is likely to have both positive, such as persevering
positive social identity (Weiss & Lang, 2012), and
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negative implications, such as disregarding selfrelevant preventative information and be a barrier
to intergenerational cohesion.
The double-edged nature of old age stereotypes
is also reflected in hostile and benevolent expressions of ageism. Here, there is potential to test
theoretical models—such as the stereotype content
model (Fiske et al., 2002), the behavior from intergroup affect and stereotypes map (Cuddy et al.,
2007), and prescriptive intergenerational-tensions
(North & Fiske, 2013)—that outline connections
between stereotypes, affect, and subsequent behaviours or expressions of prejudice. The emerging
evidence suggests a rise in hostile and benevolent
expressions, which should be monitored alongside
the consequences on health, well-being, and how
we think and feel about ageing and older people.
Monahan et al. (2020) outline that positive
responses to the pandemic that promote helping
and prosociality can reinforce the value of older
adults, with benefits to health and well-being, but
that we should be aware they could also be a source
of patronizing ageism, which is another avenue for
research to explore.
Media reports that frame the pandemic as a
burden on younger generations and suggest older
adults violate norms of consumption and succession risk intergenerational cohesion by dismissing
the contribution of older adults (North & Fiske,
2013). To prevent this, the heterogeneity and diversity of older adults should be recognized as well as
the critical role they play in the response to and
recovery from the pandemic (Kendall-Taylor et al.,
2020). Testing these strategies to mitigate the
potential negative impact of the pandemic could
also be further explored. The impact of the media
on attitudes and stereotypes regarding young people, and the consequences of this for expressions
of ageism and intergenerational relations are also
worthy of investigation, as it would help shape
more holistic approaches and theories of ageism
that span the life course. Policymakers should be
cognizant of potential intergenerational divides
that could be exposed by age-based policy placing
restrictions on different age groups; also, the media
could benefit from a code of conduct that includes
age as a recognized protected characteristic.

Swift and Chasteen

251

Funding
The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: This work was supported by the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada (Grant No. 435-2017-0509) to Alison Chasteen.

ORCID iD
Hannah J. Swift
-0782

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1911

References
AARP. (2020). The economic impact of age discrimination:
How discriminating against older workers could cost the
U.S. economy $850 billion. https://www.aarp.org/
content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/econ/2020/impact-of-age-discrimination.
doi.10.26419-2Fint.00042.003.pdf
Abrams, D., Vauclair, C.-M., & Swift, H. (2011). Predictors of attitudes to age in Europe (Department of
Work and Pensions Research Report No. 735).
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
predictors-of-attitudes-to-age-across-europerr735
Aronson, L. (2020, March 28). Ageism is making the
pandemic worse. The Atlantic. https://www.the
atlantic.com/culture/archive/ 2020/03/americas
-ageism-crisis-is-helping-the-coronavirus/608905/
Ayalon, L., Chasteen, A., Diehl, M., Levy, B., Neupert, S. D., Rothermund, K., Tesch-Römer, C.,
& Wahl, H.-W. (2020). Aging in times of the
COVID-19 pandemic: Avoiding ageism and fostering intergenerational solidarity. The Journals of
Gerontology: Series B. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbaa051
Barrett, A. E., Michael, C., & Padavic, I. (2020). Calculated ageism: Generational sacrifice as a response
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbaa132
Chasteen, A. L., Horhota, M., & Crumley-Branyon, J. J.
(2020). Overlooked and underestimated: Experiences of ageism in young, middle-aged, and older
adults. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B. Advance
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbaa043
Chasteen, A. L., & Madey, S. F. (2003). Belief in a just
world and the perceived injustice of dying young or
old. Omega – Journal of Death and Dying, 47, 313–326.

https://doi.org/10.2190/W7H7-TE9E-1FWNB8XD
Cohn-Schwartz, E., & Ayalon, L. (2020). Societal views
of older adults as vulnerable and a burden to society during the COVID-19 outbreak: Results from
an Israeli nationally representative sample. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbaa150
Cuddy, A. J., Fiske, S. T., & Glick, P. (2007). The BIAS
map: Behaviors from intergroup affect and stereotypes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
92, 631–648. https://doi.org/10.1037/00223514.92.4.631
Esses, V., & Hamilton, L. (2021). Xenophobia and antiimmigrant attitudes in the time of COVID-19.
Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 24, 253–259.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220983470
Fisher, A., & Ryan, M. (2021). Gender inequalities during COVID-19. Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations, 24, 237–245. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1368430220984248
Fiske, S. T., Cuddy, A. J. C., Glick, P., & Xu, J. (2002).
A model of (often mixed) stereotype content:
Competence and warmth respectively follow
from perceived status and competition. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 82, 878–902.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.82.6.878
Fraser, S., Lagacé, M., Bongué, B., Ndeye, N., Guyot,
J., Bechard, L., Garcia, L., Taler, V., CCNA Social
Inclusion and Stigma Working Group, Adam, S.,
Beaulieu, M., Bergeron, C. D., Boudjemadi, V.,
Desmette, D., Donizzetti, A. R., Éthier, S., Garon,
S., Gillis, M., Levasseur, M., . . .Tougas, F. (2020).
Ageism and COVID-19: What does our society’s
response say about us? Age and Ageing, 49, 629–
695. https://doi.org/10.1093/ageing/afaa097
Gerontological Society of America (GSA). (2020)
Understanding ageism and COVID-19. https://
www.geron.org/images/gsa/reframing/AgeismInfographic_final.pdf
Gharzai, L. A., Beeler, W. H., & Jagsi, R. (2020). Playing
into stereotypes: Engaging millennials and Generation Z in the COVID-19 pandemic response.
Advances in Radiation Oncology, 5, 679–681. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.adro.2020.04.009
Henley, J. (2020, August 13). Surge in Covid-19 cases
across Europe linked to young people. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/
aug/13/global-report-covid-19-spikes-acrosseurope-linked-to-young-people
Horhota, M., Chasteen, A. L., & Crumley-Branyon,
J. J. (2019). Is ageism acceptable when it comes

252
from a familiar partner? The Journals of Gerontology:
Series B, 74, 595–599. https://doi.org/10.1093/
geronb/gby066
Jackson, S. E., Hackett, R. A., & Steptoe, A. (2019).
Associations between age discrimination and
health and wellbeing: Cross-sectional and prospective analysis of the English Longitudinal Study
of Ageing. The Lancet Public Health, 4, e200–e208.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(19)30035-0
Kendall-Taylor, N., Neumann, A., & Schoen, J. (2020,
May 28). Advocating for age in an age of uncertainty. Stanford Social Innovation Review. https://ssir.
org/articles/entry/advocating_for_age_in_an_
age_of_uncertainty
Levy, B. (2009). Stereotype embodiment: A psychosocial approach to aging. Current Directions in
Psychological Science, 18, 332–336. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01662.x
Levy, B. R., Slade, M. D., Chang, E. S., Kannoth, S.,
& Wang, S. Y. (2020). Ageism amplifies cost and
prevalence of health conditions. The Gerontologist, 60,
174–181. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gny131
Martens, A., Goldenberg, J. L., & Greenberg, J. (2005).
A terror management perspective on ageism.
Journal of Social Issues, 61, 223–239. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2005.00403.x
Kruglanski, A., Molinario, E., & Lemay, E. (2021).
Coping with COVID-19-induced threats to self.
Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 24, 284–289.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220982074
Monahan, C., Macdonald, J., Lytle, A., Apriceno, M.,
& Levy, S. R. (2020). COVID-19 and ageism:
How positive and negative responses impact
older adults and society. American Psychologist, 75,
887–896. https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000699
North, M. S., & Fiske, S. T. (2013). Act your (old)
age: Prescriptive, ageist biases over succession,
consumption, and identity. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 39, 720–734. https://doi.org
/10.1177/0146167213480043

Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 24(2)
Stafford, J. (2020). Experts call for rejection of Coronavirus
policy based on age. The University of Manchester.
https://www.manchester.ac.uk/discover/news/
coronavirus-policy-based-only-on-age/
Swift, H. J., Abrams, D., & Lamont, R. A. (2019). Ageism around the world. In D. Gu & M. E. Dupre
(Eds.), Encyclopedia of gerontology and population aging.
Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69
892-2_586-1
Swift, H. J., Abrams, D., Lamont, R. A., & Drury, L.
(2017). The risks of ageism model: How ageism
and negative attitudes toward age can be a barrier to active aging. Social Issues and Policy Review,
11, 195–231. https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12031
Terracciano, A., Stephan, Y., Aschwanden, D., Lee,
J. H., Sesker, A. A., Strickhouser, J. E., Luchetti,
M., & Sutin, A. R. (2020). Changes in subjective
age during COVID-19. The Gerontologist. Advance
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnaa104
Vervaecke, D., & Meisner, B. A. (2020). Caremongering and assumptions of need: The spread of
compassionate ageism during COVID-19. The
Gerontologist. Advance online publication. https://
doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnaa131
Weiss, D., & Lang, F. R. (2012). “They” are old but
“I” feel younger: Age-group dissociation as a selfprotective strategy in old age. Psychology and Aging,
27, 153–163. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024887
White, D. B., & Lo, B. (2020). A framework for rationing ventilators and critical care beds during the
COVID-19 pandemic. JAMA, 323, 1773–1774.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.5046
Xiang, X., Lu, X., Halavanau, A., Xue, J., Sun, Y., Lai,
P. H. L., & Wu, Z. (2020). Modern senicide in
the face of a pandemic: An examination of public
discourse and sentiment about older adults and
COVID-19 using machine learning. The Journals
of Gerontology: Series B. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbaa128

