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Introduction

Advocates	  and	  experts	  working	  on	  behalf	  of	  older	  adults	  in	  America	  have	  long	  suspected	  that	  media	  
representations	  of	  aging	  are	  skewed	  and	  inaccurate.	  This	  assertion	  is	  borne	  out	  in	  scholarly	  research	  —	  for	  
example,	  older	  adults,	  and	  particularly	  older	  women,	  are	  grossly	  underrepresented	  in	  the	  media	  when	  
compared	  to	  other	  age	  groups.1	  When	  the	  media	  feature	  older	  adults,	  they	  present	  them	  as	  one	  of	  two	  
extremes:	  1)	  as	  frail,	  diseased,	  senile,	  and	  in	  need	  of	  constant	  and	  expensive	  care,	  or	  2)	  as	  active,	  healthy,	  
wholly	  independent,	  and	  requiring	  no	  support.2	  These	  negative	  representations	  feed	  the	  public’s	  already	  
problematic	  perceptions	  of	  the	  aging	  process	  and	  stereotypes	  about	  older	  adults.	  Ironically,	  the	  media’s	  
positive	  images	  of	  aging	  are	  just	  as	  unproductive,	  as	  they	  link	  successful	  aging	  to	  individual	  lifestyle	  and	  
consumption	  choices	  —	  such	  as	  choosing	  to	  eat	  well,	  having	  the	  drive	  to	  exercise	  regularly,	  and	  being	  
disciplined	  in	  Ginancial	  matters.	  By	  equating	  successful	  aging	  with	  individual	  choice,	  without	  reference	  to	  the	  
kinds	  of	  social	  supports	  that	  are	  necessary	  to	  make	  these	  decisions,	  or	  structural	  factors	  that	  constrain	  them,	  
media	  depictions	  infer	  that	  most	  older	  adults	  have	  failed	  to	  successfully	  choose	  or	  manage	  a	  better	  outcome.	  

These	  narrow	  media	  representations	  of	  aging	  pose	  substantial	  challenges	  to	  advocates	  seeking	  to	  build	  
greater	  public	  understanding	  of	  older	  adults’	  needs,	  and	  support	  for	  policies	  designed	  to	  address	  those	  needs.	  

First,	  the	  media	  act	  as	  a	  “gatekeeper,”	  selecting	  and	  amplifying	  the	  messages	  that	  enter	  into	  public	  
conversations	  about	  aging.3	  By	  consistently	  telling	  certain	  stories	  and	  excluding	  others,	  media	  discourse	  
creates	  and	  reinforces	  public	  understandings	  over	  time.	  Scholars	  describe	  this	  as	  a	  “drip,	  drip”	  effect,	  as	  these	  
stories	  steadily	  carve	  a	  channel	  in	  the	  public’s	  imagination	  that	  automatically	  shapes	  the	  way	  members	  of	  the	  
public	  think	  about	  a	  particular	  issue.4	  In	  order	  to	  shift	  public	  discourse	  about	  aging,	  advocates	  must	  make	  
concerted	  efforts	  to	  inGluence	  the	  media’s	  storytelling	  practices	  about	  their	  issue.	  Carefully	  deconstructing	  the	  
media’s	  narratives	  about	  aging,	  and	  comparing	  those	  narratives	  to	  the	  messages	  that	  advocates	  and	  experts	  
want	  to	  disseminate,	  therefore	  constitutes	  a	  critical	  Girst	  step	  in	  developing	  effective	  communications	  
strategies.	  

At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  media	  are	  not	  the	  only	  source	  of	  information	  available	  to	  the	  public.	  An	  abundance	  of	  
materials	  about	  older	  adults	  is	  disseminated	  by	  NGOs	  via	  websites,	  magazines,	  newsletters,	  issue	  briefs,	  
reports,	  etc.	  These	  materials	  also	  contribute	  to	  the	  narratives	  that	  the	  public	  holds	  about	  the	  process	  of	  aging.	  
To	  the	  degree	  that	  these	  materials	  reinforce	  media	  representations,	  they	  further	  contribute	  to	  the	  
establishment	  of	  social	  norms	  about	  aging.	  To	  the	  degree	  that	  they	  offer	  alternative	  ways	  to	  think	  of	  aging,	  
they	  expand	  people’s	  mental	  repertoires.	  Understanding	  the	  stories	  being	  told	  by	  these	  pervasive	  and	  trusted	  
sources	  allows	  us	  to	  paint	  a	  more	  complete	  picture	  of	  the	  “pictures	  in	  people’s	  heads”	  on	  the	  topic	  of	  aging.

This	  report	  analyzes	  and	  compares	  media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations’	  narratives	  about	  aging	  and	  older	  
adults.	  The	  goal	  of	  the	  report	  is	  to	  suggest	  communications	  strategies	  that	  advocates	  can	  use	  to	  push	  media	  
discourse	  in	  more	  productive	  directions,	  and	  ultimately	  increase	  public	  support	  for	  the	  policies	  and	  programs	  
necessary	  to	  promote	  the	  well-‐being	  of	  older	  adults,	  and	  ensure	  their	  full	  participation	  in	  American	  society.	  
This	  research	  was	  conducted	  by	  the	  FrameWorks	  Institute,	  and	  is	  part	  of	  a	  larger,	  multi-‐method	  collaborative	  
project	  sponsored	  by	  the	  Leaders	  of	  Aging	  Organizations,	  a	  group	  administered	  by	  Grantmakers	  in	  Aging	  that	  
includes	  AARP,	  the	  American	  Federation	  for	  Aging	  Research,	  the	  American	  Geriatrics	  Society,	  the	  American	  
Society	  on	  Aging,	  the	  Gerontological	  Society	  of	  America,	  the	  National	  Council	  on	  Aging,	  and	  the	  National	  
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Hispanic	  Council	  on	  Aging.	  The	  project	  is	  managed	  by	  Laura	  Robbins	  of	  Laura	  A.	  Robbins	  Consulting,	  LLC.	  The	  
collaboration	  seeks	  to	  develop	  a	  new,	  evidence-‐based	  narrative	  about	  the	  process	  of	  aging,	  and	  the	  roles	  and	  
contributions	  of	  older	  adults	  in	  American	  society.*	  

*	  We	  encourage	  you	  to	  use	  and	  share	  these	  Gindings.	  The	  research	  was	  made	  possible	  by	  the	  strength	  of	  
cooperation	  across	  organizations.	  When	  you	  refer	  to	  the	  research,	  we	  ask	  that	  you	  recognize	  this	  by	  including	  
the	  following	  statement:	  The	  research	  was	  developed	  by	  a	  collaborative	  of	  the	  following	  eight	  national	  aging	  
organizations:	  AARP,	  the	  American	  Federation	  for	  Aging	  Research,	  the	  American	  Geriatrics	  Society,	  the	  
American	  Society	  on	  Aging,	  Grantmakers	  in	  Aging,	  the	  Gerontological	  Society	  of	  America,	  the	  National	  Council	  
on	  Aging	  and	  the	  National	  Hispanic	  Council	  on	  Aging.	  It	  was	  supported	  by	  grants	  from:	  AARP,	  The	  Atlantic	  
Philanthropies,	  Rose	  Community	  Foundation,	  The	  Retirement	  Research	  Foundation,	  The	  John	  A.	  Hartford	  
Foundation,	  The	  Archstone	  Foundation	  and	  The	  Fan	  Fox/Leslie	  R.	  Samuels	  Foundation.	  The	  
FrameWorks	  Institute	  conducted	  the	  research.
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Executive Summary

Narratives	  are	  powerful	  framing	  tools	  through	  which	  we	  organize,	  remember,	  and	  recall	  information.	  In	  
keeping	  with	  the	  scholarly	  literature	  on	  narrative,	  FrameWorks	  deGines	  a	  complete	  narrative	  as	  one	  that	  
deGines	  a	  problem	  or	  issue,	  states	  why	  this	  issue	  is	  a	  matter	  of	  concern,	  explains	  who	  or	  what	  causes	  the	  
problem,	  provides	  a	  clear	  vision	  of	  an	  improved	  outcome,	  and	  delineates	  concrete	  actions	  that	  can	  be	  taken	  to	  
remediate	  the	  problem.	  Importantly,	  “A	  coherent	  story	  is	  one	  in	  which	  the	  events	  are	  causally	  necessary	  for	  
the	  occurrence	  of	  signiGicant	  outcome	  states.”	  5 	  A	  central	  Ginding	  in	  this	  report	  is	  that	  a	  substantial	  amount	  of	  
the	  information	  being	  communicated	  about	  aging	  and	  older	  adults	  in	  America	  is	  not	  organized	  as	  narrative	  in	  
either	  media	  or	  advocacy	  materials.	  For	  example,	  while	  the	  majority	  of	  the	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials	  
mention	  healthcare	  issues,	  health	  is	  neither	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  these	  stories,	  nor	  causally	  linked	  to	  the	  plot.	  
The	  tendency	  towards	  incomplete	  narratives	  was	  also	  apparent	  in	  advocacy	  organizations’	  discussions	  of	  
governmental	  policy	  as	  a	  solution	  to	  problems	  associated	  with	  aging.	  In	  general,	  the	  predominance	  of	  
incomplete	  narratives	  in	  both	  media	  and	  advocacy	  discourses	  means	  that	  the	  public	  is	  exposed	  to	  bits	  and	  
pieces	  of	  narrative	  —	  fractured,	  and	  often	  inconsistent,	  information	  about	  aging	  and	  older	  adults	  —	  and	  that	  
this	  array	  of	  information	  is	  unlikely	  to	  stick	  in	  mind	  and,	  thus,	  is	  unlikely	  to	  deepen	  public	  understandings	  of	  
aging	  issues.	  

Despite	  the	  general	  lack	  of	  complete	  narratives	  in	  the	  media	  and	  advocacy	  discourses,	  the	  analysis	  identiGies	  
six	  narratives	  that	  are	  present	  across	  both	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials:	  

• The	  Throwaway	  Generation	  narrative,	  which	  highlights	  elder	  abuse	  and	  discrimination.	  

• The	  Vibrant	  Senior	  and	  Independent	  Senior	  narratives,	  which	  present	  idealized	  representations	  of	  the	  
aging	  process.

• The	  Aging	  Workers	  narrative,	  which	  focuses	  on	  older	  adults	  in	  and	  out	  of	  the	  labor	  market.

• The	  Demographic	  Crisis	  narrative,	  which	  warns	  of	  impending	  social	  crisis	  due	  to	  an	  aging	  population.
	  
• A	  Government	  Actions	  narrative	  which	  is	  treated	  differently	  by	  source.	  The	  media	  feature	  a	  

Government	  As	  Solution	  narrative,	  which	  describes	  how	  government	  action	  can	  address	  challenges	  
associated	  with	  an	  aging	  population,	  while	  advocacy	  organizations	  disseminate	  a	  Government	  As	  
Problem	  narrative	  focusing	  on	  the	  relationship	  between	  failed	  social	  policy	  and	  older	  adults’	  Ginancial	  
insecurity.	  

The	  overarching	  similarities	  and	  differences	  that	  characterize	  media	  and	  advocacy	  discourses	  include:	  

• Both	  advocate	  and	  media	  discourses	  are	  bifurcated,	  and	  discuss	  either	  idealistic	  representations	  of	  
aging	  or	  negative	  accounts	  that	  focus	  overwhelmingly	  on	  the	  problems	  and	  challenges	  associated	  
with	  aging.	  Problem-‐oriented	  stories	  rarely	  include	  solutions	  that	  can	  create	  more	  optimal	  outcomes	  
for	  older	  adults.	  
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• The	  media	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  feature	  idealized	  representations	  of	  aging,	  whereas	  advocates	  
concentrate	  on	  problem-‐oriented	  stories	  that	  frequently	  allude	  to	  an	  impeding	  demographic	  crisis.	  

• Positive	  and	  idealized	  representations	  of	  aging	  in	  advocacy	  and	  media	  narratives	  do	  not	  reference	  
social	  policies	  or	  other	  types	  of	  public	  action.	  

• The	  media	  frame	  the	  problems	  associated	  with	  an	  aging	  population	  as	  private	  concerns,	  while	  
advocacy	  organizations	  point	  to	  the	  more	  public	  sources	  of	  those	  problems.	  Media	  materials	  were	  
much	  more	  likely	  than	  advocacy	  materials	  to	  feature	  episodic	  stories,	  or	  stories	  that	  narrowly	  focus	  
on	  the	  trials	  and	  tribulations	  of	  individuals,	  paying	  relatively	  little	  attention	  to	  the	  contexts,	  
environments,	  and	  systems	  in	  which	  individuals	  are	  embedded.

Implications:
The	  biggest	  problem	  with	  the	  dominant	  patterns	  of	  public	  understanding	  identiGied	  in	  FrameWorks’	  research	  
is	  the	  deep	  assumption	  that	  individuals	  are	  exclusively	  responsible	  for	  how	  they	  age.6	  In	  addition,	  while	  we	  
know	  from	  previous	  research	  that	  the	  public	  maintains	  an	  ideal	  vision	  of	  aging,	  this	  “ideal”	  is	  uncontested	  in	  
these	  stories,	  leaving	  people	  with	  a	  view	  of	  aging	  that,	  according	  to	  experts,	  is	  deeply	  unrealistic.	  When	  the	  
media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  fail	  to	  link	  successful	  aging	  to	  policies	  that	  enable	  older	  adults	  to	  remain	  
active	  and	  socially	  engaged,	  they	  actually	  reinforce	  the	  public’s	  highly	  individualistic	  understandings	  of	  the	  
aging	  process.	  The	  result	  is	  that	  people	  will	  understand	  the	  likelihood	  of	  successful	  aging	  to	  be	  about	  lifestyle	  
choices	  rather	  than	  as	  affected	  by	  supports,	  larger	  social	  structures,	  or	  public	  policies.	  Moreover,	  they	  are	  
more	  likely	  to	  view	  poor	  seniors,	  and	  those	  with	  chronic	  illnesses,	  as	  having	  made	  bad	  choices,	  and	  not	  in	  
relation	  to	  social	  determinants.

This	  analysis	  suggests	  strategies	  that	  advocates	  can	  begin	  to	  employ	  to	  shift	  and	  expand	  the	  public	  discussion	  
on	  aging	  issues	  and	  older	  adults.	  These	  preliminary	  recommendations	  include:

• Tell	  complete	  stories	  that	  include	  the	  constituent	  elements	  of	  effective	  narrative:	  a	  value,	  a	  causal	  
explanation,	  a	  vision	  of	  a	  desirable	  outcome,	  and	  a	  solution	  statement	  that	  matches	  the	  scope	  of	  the	  
problem	  and	  provides	  concrete	  steps	  to	  achieve	  better	  outcomes	  for	  older	  adults.	  

• Avoid	  narratives	  that	  focus	  exclusively	  on	  older	  adults’	  sound	  decision-‐making	  and,	  instead,	  tell	  
stories	  about	  successful	  aging	  that	  clearly	  explain	  the	  role	  of	  necessary	  social	  supports.

• Avoid	  stories	  of	  impending	  demographic	  crises.
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Methods

Three	  questions	  guide	  this	  research:	  

1. What	  are	  the	  narratives	  that	  advocacy	  organizations	  are	  telling	  about	  aging,	  and	  how	  are	  these	  
narratives	  structured?	  What	  stories	  are	  the	  media	  telling	  about	  aging,	  and	  how	  are	  these	  narratives	  
structured?	  

2. What	  are	  the	  similarities	  and	  differences	  between	  these	  sets	  of	  narratives?	  

3. What	  strategies	  can	  advocates	  use	  to	  expand	  and	  shift	  media	  stories	  in	  more	  productive	  directions?	  

Data

Media Sample

The	  media	  sample	  includes	  articles	  taken	  from	  national	  newspapers,	  national	  television	  broadcasts,	  and	  
news-‐oriented	  blogs.	  The	  sources	  include:	  The	  New	  York	  Times,	  Los	  Angeles	  Times,	  The	  Washington	  Post,	  San	  
Jose	  Mercury	  News,	  Detroit	  Free	  Press,	  The	  Denver	  Post,	  Minneapolis	  StarTribune,	  The	  Dallas	  Morning	  News,	  
New	  York	  Post,	  The	  Arizona	  Republic,	  U-‐T	  San	  Diego,	  The	  Cincinnati	  Enquirer,	  The	  Columbus	  Dispatch,	  The	  
Tampa	  Tribune,	  Las	  Vegas	  Review-‐Journal	  and	  broadcasts	  from	  Fox	  News	  Network,	  CNN,	  and	  MSNBC.	  Blogs	  
included	  the	  Drudge	  Report,	  TheBlaze,	  The	  HufGington	  Post,	  and	  The	  Daily	  Beast.	  Sources	  were	  selected	  based	  
on	  their	  circulation,	  as	  well	  as	  geographic	  and	  ideological	  diversity	  (as	  measured	  by	  their	  endorsements	  in	  
the	  2008	  and	  2012	  presidential	  elections).	  

Using	  LexisNexis,	  FrameWorks	  researchers	  searched	  and	  downloaded	  articles	  from	  these	  sources	  using	  a	  
search	  strategy	  designed	  to	  capture	  a	  broad	  range	  of	  topics	  that	  concern	  aging	  or	  older	  adults.7	  The	  search	  
was	  limited	  to	  pieces	  that	  appeared	  between	  August	  2013	  and	  August	  2014.	  This	  search	  resulted	  in	  the	  
identiGication	  of	  1,106	  stories.	  Media	  pieces	  that	  did	  not	  deal	  substantively	  with	  aging	  or	  older	  adults,	  and	  
duplicate	  articles	  (the	  same	  article	  published	  in	  multiple	  news	  outlets),	  were	  removed	  from	  the	  sample.	  This	  
process	  resulted	  in	  a	  Ginal	  sample	  of	  416	  stories,	  each	  of	  which	  was	  coded	  and	  analyzed.	  

Advocacy Materials Sample 

FrameWorks	  researchers	  also	  gathered	  materials	  from	  advocacy	  organizations	  using	  a	  multi-‐staged	  research	  
process.	  In	  collaboration	  with	  an	  advisory	  group	  led	  by	  Laura	  Robbins,8	  FrameWorks	  researchers	  created	  a	  
list	  of	  over	  50	  organizations	  working	  on	  issues	  related	  to	  aging	  and	  older	  adults.	  This	  list	  of	  organizations	  was	  
entered	  into	  Issue	  Crawler,	  a	  Web-‐based	  application	  that	  “crawls”	  an	  identiGied	  set	  of	  organizational	  sites	  and	  
compiles	  all	  the	  shared	  links	  among	  organizations	  (including	  those	  both	  in	  the	  original	  set	  and	  those	  
identiGied	  during	  the	  crawl).9	  Issue	  Crawler	  then	  uses	  a	  method	  called	  link	  analysis	  to	  determine	  the	  
“network”	  of	  organizations	  for	  a	  given	  issue	  area,	  and	  the	  degree	  of	  prominence	  or	  inGluence	  of	  each	  
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organization	  within	  that	  network,	  using	  links	  to	  each	  organization	  as	  a	  proxy	  for	  inGluence.	  In	  short,	  Issue	  
Crawler	  allows	  researchers	  to	  measure	  how	  often	  organizations	  in	  a	  given	  Pield	  refer	  to	  each	  other	  through	  the	  
Internet,	  which	  then	  serves	  as	  a	  proxy	  for	  an	  organization’s	  level	  of	  inPluence.	  Using	  this	  software,	  researchers	  
identiGied	  the	  20	  most	  inGluential	  organizations,	  and	  gathered	  approximately	  eight	  public-‐facing	  
communications	  materials	  from	  each	  of	  these	  organizations.	  Materials	  included	  press	  releases,	  mission	  
statements,	  and	  reports.	  From	  this	  process,	  researchers	  created	  a	  sample	  of	  176	  documents.	  

Analysis

Each	  media	  and	  advocacy	  document	  was	  coded	  to	  identify	  the	  presence	  or	  absence	  of	  the	  following	  narrative	  
components:	  

Topic What is the issue or problem covered in the document?

Value What is at stake, or why is this issue a central concern?

Cause How does this problem work, and who or what is causing it?

Success How does the document characterize a more optimal outcome?

Solution  Who or what is responsible for addressing the issue?

After	  coding	  the	  data,	  analysis	  proceeded	  in	  three	  phases:

1. IdentiPication	  and	  Description.	  FrameWorks	  researchers	  used	  a	  statistical	  technique	  known	  as	  cluster	  
analysis	  to	  identify	  narratives	  as	  they	  appeared	  in	  text.10	  This	  approach	  depends	  on	  highlighting	  and	  
organizing	  patterns	  of	  co-‐occurrence	  within	  the	  codes	  obtained	  from	  the	  text.	  In	  this	  case,	  the	  
analysis	  measured	  the	  degree	  to	  which	  speciPic	  narrative	  elements	  co-‐occur	  across	  the	  samples.	  We	  
used	  a	  version	  of	  cluster	  analysis	  called	  multidimensional	  scaling	  (MDS).	  This	  algorithm	  places	  the	  
narrative	  components	  (e.g.,	  topics,	  values,	  causes)	  on	  a	  two-‐dimensional	  grid.	  Components	  placed	  
closer	  together	  on	  this	  plot	  co-‐occur	  more	  frequently	  in	  the	  sample	  than	  components	  placed	  farther	  
apart.11	  In	  short,	  this	  approach	  allows	  us	  to	  identify	  the	  component	  parts	  of	  speciPic	  narratives	  and	  to	  
determine	  how	  frequently	  they	  occur	  together	  as	  narratives	  in	  the	  public	  discourse.	  

2. Measuring	  Dominance.	  In	  the	  second	  stage	  of	  the	  analysis,	  we	  examined	  the	  dominance	  of	  narratives	  
identiGied.	  We	  deGined	  a	  piece	  as	  having	  a	  dominant	  narrative	  if	  that	  narrative	  accounted	  for	  at	  least	  
40	  percent	  of	  a	  piece’s	  content.	  Pieces	  in	  which	  the	  content	  was	  too	  scattered	  to	  identify	  a	  single	  
dominant	  narrative	  were	  not	  assigned	  to	  a	  narrative	  cluster.	  

3. Comparison.	  After	  identifying	  the	  central	  narratives	  in	  media	  and	  advocacy	  discourses,	  and	  
measuring	  their	  relative	  dominance,	  we	  then	  compared	  the	  results	  between	  the	  media	  and	  advocacy	  
samples.	  
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Media and Advocacy Narratives

In	  general,	  our	  analysis	  found	  the	  same	  narratives	  present	  in	  both	  media	  and	  organizational	  materials.	  Of	  the	  
seven	  narratives	  identiGied,	  Give	  appear	  in	  both	  media	  and	  advocacy	  samples.	  Figures	  1	  and	  2	  present	  the	  
narrative	  clusters	  in	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials,	  respectively.	  
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Each	  graph	  above	  has	  two	  dimensions.	  The	  horizontal	  axis	  represents	  agency,	  or	  the	  capacity	  of	  an	  individual	  
or	  institutional	  actor	  to	  act	  or	  effect	  change.	  Narratives	  that	  locate	  agency	  at	  either	  the	  institutional	  or	  
individual	  level	  are	  represented	  on	  the	  right	  side	  of	  this	  axis.	  Narratives	  that	  attribute	  agency	  not	  to	  people	  or	  
institutions,	  but	  to	  large-‐scale,	  impersonal	  forces	  (i.e.,	  uncontrollable	  demographic	  change	  or	  even	  
supernatural	  intervention)	  are	  represented	  on	  the	  left	  side	  of	  the	  graph.	  For	  example,	  in	  Figure	  1,	  the	  value	  of	  
Prevention	  is	  located	  on	  the	  Gigure’s	  far	  right	  side;	  it	  highlights	  speciGic	  actions	  that	  people	  can	  take	  to	  effect	  
change	  in	  the	  lives	  of	  older	  adults	  and	  prevent	  negative	  outcomes.	  The	  value	  of	  Prosperity,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  
is	  located	  on	  the	  Gigure’s	  far	  left	  side.	  It	  focuses	  on	  changes	  that	  result	  from	  impersonal	  or	  natural	  forces	  —	  
for	  example,	  the	  idea	  that	  the	  country’s	  economic	  well-‐being	  is	  a	  result	  of	  demographic	  change	  that	  will	  occur	  
irrespective	  of	  any	  human	  action	  or	  intervention.	  In	  short,	  plot	  points	  that	  are	  farther	  to	  the	  right	  side	  of	  
Figures	  1	  and	  2	  correspond	  to	  stronger	  statements	  about	  remediating	  problems	  and	  changing	  outcomes.	  

The	  vertical	  axis	  on	  each	  graph	  represents	  responsibility	  —	  that	  is,	  whether	  aging	  issues	  are	  presented	  as	  a	  
matter	  of	  public	  or	  private	  concern.	  Elements	  closer	  to	  the	  top	  of	  the	  plot	  construct	  aging	  issues	  as	  a	  public	  
responsibility,	  remediable	  by	  governmental	  and	  collective	  social	  action.	  Elements	  that	  appear	  closer	  to	  the	  
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bottom	  of	  the	  plot	  are	  framed	  as	  private	  issues,	  or	  problems	  that	  are	  the	  responsibility	  of	  individuals,	  their	  
family	  members	  or	  private	  industry.	  

The	  plots	  above	  also	  include	  narrative	  elements	  that	  appear	  in	  the	  relevant	  discourse,	  but	  that	  are	  not	  
associated	  with	  a	  speciGic	  narrative	  cluster.	  For	  example,	  the	  topic	  of	  Health	  Care	  was	  covered	  broadly	  by	  both	  
advocacy	  organizations	  and	  the	  media,	  but	  did	  not	  occur	  in	  consistent	  combination	  with	  other	  narrative	  
elements	  such	  as	  values,	  causal	  explanations,	  or	  solutions.	  In	  other	  words,	  the	  topic	  of	  Health	  Care	  was	  not	  
embedded	  in	  a	  broader	  narrative.	  Similarly,	  advocates	  frequently	  promoted	  governmental	  action	  to	  solve	  
problems	  associated	  with	  aging.	  However,	  these	  mentions	  did	  not	  appear	  consistently	  with	  other	  narrative	  
elements,	  and	  rarely	  constituted	  a	  dominant	  narrative	  focus.	  

Table	  1	  presents	  a	  summary	  of	  each	  of	  the	  narratives	  identiGied	  in	  the	  plots.	  

NARRATIVE CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS IN 
ADVOCACY MATERIALS

CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS IN
MEDIA COVERAGE

Throwaway Generation

Value: Rights; Prevention
Topic: Abuse; Housing
Success: Aging in place
Cause: Private institution
Solution: Collective action; Public 
awareness: Private institution

Value: Moral; Prevention; Rights
Topic: Abuse
Cause: Private institution
Solution: Private institution

Government As Solution N/A 
Cause: Government inaction
Topic: Housing
Solution: Government action

Aging Workers
Topic: Social and civic engagement; 
Work and retirement

Topic: Family; Money; Work and 
retirement

Vibrant Seniors

Value: Prosperity
Cause: Family members and seniors’ 
actions
Success: Active; Cognitively healthy
Solution: Actions taken by family 
members

Cause: Seniors’ inaction; Societal 
inaction
Topic: Social and civic engagement
Success: Active seniors; Aging in place
Solution: Seniors’ action; Public 
awareness of seniors’ issues

Independent Seniors

Value: Moral; Wisdom
Topic: Family; Transportation
Cause: Collective inaction 
Success: Uncomplicated death; 
Financially stable; Politically 
engaged; Socially active; 
Achievement

Value: Prosperity; Wisdom
Topic: Transportation
Cause: Family inaction
Success: Cognitively healthy; 
Financially stable; Politically engaged; 
Socially active; Uncomplicated death
Solution: Action on the part of family 
members; Collective action
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NARRATIVE CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS IN 
ADVOCACY MATERIALS

CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS IN
MEDIA COVERAGE

Demographic Crisis
Cause: Demographic change
Solution: Seniors’ action

Cause: Demographic change

Government as Problem
Topic: Seniors’ finances
Cause: Government action or inaction

N/A

Figure	  3	  presents	  the	  relative	  dominance	  of	  the	  narratives	  identiGied	  above.	  This	  graph	  helps	  us	  understand	  
the	  prevalence	  and	  power	  of	  stories	  in	  the	  media	  and	  advocacy	  discourse,	  and	  therefore	  the	  way	  in	  which	  
these	  narratives	  are	  likely	  to	  shape	  the	  public’s	  thinking	  about	  aging	  and	  older	  adults.	  

It	  is	  important	  to	  note	  that,	  across	  all	  the	  narratives,	  media	  materials	  are	  characterized	  by	  episodic	  
storytelling.	  That	  is,	  media	  stories	  focus	  narrowly	  on	  the	  trials	  and	  tribulations	  of	  individuals,	  and	  pay	  
relatively	  little	  attention	  to	  the	  contexts,	  environments	  and	  systems	  in	  which	  individuals	  are	  embedded.	  
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Indeed,	  over	  half	  (56	  percent)	  of	  media	  stories	  in	  the	  sample	  were	  episodic	  in	  nature.	  In	  contrast,	  advocacy	  
materials	  employ	  episodic	  storytelling	  much	  more	  rarely	  (7	  percent	  of	  all	  pieces).	  In	  addition,	  and	  perhaps	  
unsurprisingly,	  a	  third	  of	  media	  coverage	  mentions	  increasing	  public	  awareness	  as	  the	  most	  viable	  solution	  to	  
addressing	  the	  challenges	  associated	  with	  aging	  and	  an	  aging	  population,	  while	  advocacy	  materials	  shy	  away	  
from	  this	  panacea.	  

Below,	  we	  discuss	  in	  greater	  detail	  the	  speciGic	  narrative	  clusters	  in	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials	  that	  
emerged	  from	  analysis.	  

The Throwaway Generation Narrative

The	  Throwaway	  Generation	  narrative,	  present	  in	  both	  media	  and	  advocacy	  pieces,	  addresses	  negative	  
treatment	  experienced	  by	  older	  adults,	  including	  elder	  abuse	  and	  discrimination.	  This	  was	  the	  most	  frequent	  
dominant	  narrative	  used	  in	  advocacy	  materials,	  and	  the	  second-‐most	  frequent	  dominant	  narrative	  in	  the	  
media	  sample	  (see	  Figure	  3).

The	  Throwaway	  Generation	  narrative	  holds	  non-‐governmental	  institutions	  and	  private	  industry	  —	  such	  as	  
nursing	  homes,	  assisted	  living	  facilities,	  or	  private	  employers	  —	  accountable	  for	  the	  maltreatment	  of	  older	  
adults.	  Likewise,	  solutions	  proposed	  by	  both	  advocacy	  organizations	  and	  the	  media	  typically	  involve	  changes	  
to	  these	  institutions,	  such	  as	  greater	  oversight	  of	  employees	  who	  work	  with	  older	  adults,	  or	  increased	  legal	  
protections	  for	  workplace	  discrimination.	  The	  following	  excerpts	  illustrate	  this	  narrative	  in	  both	  advocacy	  
and	  media	  materials.

Advocacy

Elder and vulnerable/dependent adult abuse affects millions of people in the U.S. It occurs regularly 

in the community and in long-term care settings such as nursing homes and board and care homes/

assisted living facilities.12

Media

An ambitious new resource will be added to the campaign against elder abuse in Minnesota, taking 

square aim at a growing 21st century crime: financial exploitation of vulnerable adults. The 

Minnesota Elder Justice Center, slated to open at the William Mitchell College of Law in October, 

combines the Minnesota S.A.F.E. Elders Initiative developed by the Anoka County attorney’s office 

with the Center for Elder Justice and Policy at William Mitchell. The new center — announced 

Thursday, on World Elder Abuse Awareness Day — will be staffed, have a toll-free hot line and offer 

resources through an Internet site, said Iris Freeman, associate director for the Center for Elder 

Justice and Policy.13
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While	  the	  main	  thrust	  of	  this	  narrative	  is	  similar	  across	  both	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials,	  advocacy	  
organizations	  tend	  to	  tell	  a	  broader	  story	  about	  the	  maltreatment	  of	  older	  adults	  than	  do	  media	  sources.	  
Advocates	  point	  to	  several	  causal	  factors	  related	  to	  elder	  abuse,	  and	  are	  more	  likely	  than	  the	  media	  to	  assert	  
that	  the	  issue	  of	  elder	  abuse	  requires	  policy-‐level	  action.	  

Advocacy

In short, elder abuse does not fit a single profile. It is a complex cluster of distinct but related phenomena 

involving health, legal, social service, financial, public safety, aging, disability, protective services, and victim 

services, aging services, policy, research, education, and human rights issues. It therefore requires a 

coordinated multidisciplinary, multi-agency, and multi-system response.14

Finally,	  this	  story,	  as	  told	  by	  advocacy	  organizations,	  frequently	  casts	  the	  maltreatment	  of	  older	  adults	  as	  a	  
violation	  of	  human	  and	  civil	  rights.	  For	  example,	  the	  following	  piece	  likens	  the	  struggle	  for	  elder	  rights	  to	  the	  
Civil	  Rights	  movement:

Advocacy

For most older workers, the notion that we’re living in a post-civil-rights era has little credence. While a 

greater share of older adults holds jobs than in past decades, these workers are convinced that age 

discrimination in the American workplace is alive and well. In a 2012 AARP survey of voters ages 50 and older, 

64 percent said older workers face age discrimination at work, 34 percent reported that they or someone they 

know faced age discrimination in the last four years, and 78 percent agreed that Congress should enact 

stronger age discrimination protections.15 

Advocacy

Consumer Voice has continuously urged policymakers to bar the egregious use of forced, pre-dispute 

arbitration clauses in long-term care facility contracts. Such agreements compel consumers and their family 

members to resolve any disputes that might arise regarding abuse, neglect or poor care within a facility 

through an arbitration process as opposed to a court of law, stripping these individuals of their constitutional 

right to a trial by jury.16

The Vibrant Senior Narrative

The	  Vibrant	  Senior	  narrative	  centers	  around	  one	  deGinition	  of	  successful	  aging	  —	  the	  maintenance	  of	  physical	  
activity.	  The	  Vibrant	  Senior	  narrative	  is	  the	  most	  prevalent	  narrative	  in	  the	  media	  materials	  (dominant	  in	  32	  
percent	  of	  the	  sample).

The	  media	  and	  advocacy	  constructions	  of	  this	  narrative	  are	  similar	  in	  many	  respects:	  Both	  focus	  on	  how	  older	  
adults	  must	  decide	  to	  remain	  active.	  Motivation,	  willpower,	  and	  individual	  action	  Gigure	  prominently	  in	  this	  
narrative,	  which	  is	  the	  reason	  this	  cluster	  appears	  on	  the	  right	  side	  of	  the	  graph	  in	  Figures	  1	  and	  2.	  Media	  
presentations	  of	  this	  story,	  in	  particular,	  frequently	  focus	  on	  “epiphany	  moments”	  —	  older	  adults’	  realizations	  
that	  their	  fates	  are	  in	  their	  own	  hands,	  and	  that	  they	  must	  decide	  to	  change	  their	  lives	  and	  become	  active	  if	  
they	  are	  to	  enjoy	  their	  older	  years.	  
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Advocacy

The 2014 United States of Aging Survey finds Americans 60 and older report they are more motivated than in 

the past two years to improve their health by exercising regularly and setting health goals — two simple 

steps which also relate to reported increases in optimism among seniors.17

Media

Not long ago, Clareyese Nelson acquired a lute at a garage sale. Now she wants to learn how to play it. Not 

everybody would aspire to master an ancient string instrument based on a chance rummaging find. But 

that’s how Nelson rolls — ready to try whatever the world offers up. Ten years ago, when she was 65, Nelson 

drew up a list of 65 things she wanted to do before she died (she hadn’t yet heard the term “bucket list,” but 

that’s basically what it was). She checked off a few items. Then she lost the list. “I thought maybe I could 

recreate it,” said Nelson, of Minneapolis. “But then I thought, huh-uh.” Now she barely remembers what was 

on the list. But that hasn’t stopped her from keeping physically and socially active. Nelson, brightly attired 

and cheerfully extroverted, travels frequently — she celebrated her most recent birthday in Paris and London 

— takes singing lessons, leads rides for her bicycling club, volunteers, sees friends.18

While	  the	  general	  contours	  of	  the	  Vibrant	  Senior	  narrative	  are	  similar	  across	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials,	  
there	  are	  subtle	  differences	  in	  how	  this	  narrative	  is	  articulated.	  First,	  advocacy	  materials	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  
emphasize	  the	  role	  of	  not	  only	  physical	  health	  and	  vitality,	  but	  mental	  and	  cognitive	  dimensions	  of	  health,	  as	  
well.	  The	  following	  report,	  for	  example,	  advises	  older	  adults	  on	  steps	  they	  can	  take	  to	  improve	  their	  mental	  
health:

Advocacy

Tom (not his real name) felt vacant when, at 65, his planned-for retirement and leisure was followed by a 

divorce and the loss of his traditional roles as father, husband and employee. A friend suggested an eight-

week class called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) might help him cope with stress, anxiety and 

depression. Mindfulness includes the formal practices of meditation and yoga, and informally integrates 

awareness and self-compassion in all aspects of one’s daily life. The class not only taught Tom practical ways 

to cope, but also reconnected him with his youthful dreams of living a meaningful life.19

Advocacy	  materials	  also	  identify	  a	  more	  central	  role	  for	  family	  members	  in	  helping	  or	  impeding	  older	  adults’	  
ability	  to	  achieve	  the	  Vibrant	  Senior	  ideal.	  For	  example,	  the	  following	  excerpt	  explains	  how	  older	  adults’	  
caregiving	  responsibilities	  actually	  hinder	  their	  ability	  to	  remain	  active,	  and	  negatively	  affect	  their	  mental	  
health:

Advocacy

Popular lore has it that to age successfully, retirees should stay busy (what David Ekerdt calls the “busy ethic,” 

in an article from The Gerontologist [26:3, 1986]), remaining engaged in active leisure such as sports or 

hobbies, participating in productive activities like volunteering or even continuing to work. Typically not part 

of this agenda are caregiving responsibilities.20
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Advocacy	  materials	  are	  also	  far	  more	  likely	  to	  link	  older	  adults’	  physical	  well-‐being	  and	  activity	  to	  broader	  
societal	  goals.	  They	  often	  explain	  how	  active	  older	  adults	  contribute	  to	  our	  nation’s	  prosperity	  and	  our	  
collective	  economic	  well-‐being.	  

Advocacy

OAA programs improve our country’s fiscal future and promote efficiencies within the health care system by 

preventing unnecessary hospital stays, reducing re-admission rates, coordinating care, and managing care 

transitions.21

In	  contrast,	  the	  media’s	  articulation	  of	  the	  Vibrant	  Senior	  narrative	  rarely	  includes	  references	  to	  any	  collective	  
impacts	  or	  goals.

The Independent Senior Narrative

The	  Independent	  Senior	  narrative	  focuses	  on	  independence	  and	  autonomy	  as	  another	  dimension	  of	  successful	  
aging.	  The	  Independent	  Senior	  narrative	  is	  the	  more	  prominent	  of	  the	  positive	  representations	  of	  aging	  in	  
advocacy	  materials	  (see	  Figure	  3).	  

The	  Independent	  Senior	  narrative	  pedestals	  self-‐sufGiciency	  as	  the	  marker	  of	  successful	  aging.	  It	  features	  
discussions	  of	  transportation,	  positive	  social	  relationships,	  political	  engagement,	  Ginancial	  independence,	  and	  
the	  ability	  to	  make	  autonomous	  decisions	  about	  end-‐of-‐life	  care.	  Critically,	  ensuring	  that	  seniors	  are	  able	  to	  
remain	  independent	  is	  represented	  in	  both	  media	  and	  advocacy	  materials	  as	  a	  moral	  obligation,	  as	  well	  as	  a	  
way	  to	  respect	  the	  wisdom	  of	  our	  aging	  population.

Advocacy 

Jim Bassett of Roseville turns 72 next month — and still enjoys driving. Without driving, he says, “I’d be 

stranded at the house … you start looking at four walls and start wondering about what life (is).” As of Dec. 

29, 515,185 of Michigan’s almost 7.1 million licensed drivers were 75 or older.22

Media

Elder gay men and lesbians place high value on self-sufficiency and may be reluctant to accept help.23

 
There	  are,	  again,	  subtle,	  but	  important,	  differences	  between	  the	  media	  and	  advocacy	  versions	  of	  this	  
narrative.	  First,	  the	  media	  explicitly	  connect	  older	  adults’	  independence	  to	  mental	  acuity	  by	  arguing	  that	  
older	  adults	  can	  only	  continue	  to	  live	  independently	  to	  the	  extent	  that	  their	  cognitive	  abilities	  remain	  strong.	  

Second,	  while	  the	  media	  draw	  connections	  between	  family	  dynamics	  and	  older	  adults’	  independence,	  
advocacy	  organizations	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  social	  and	  economic	  conditions	  that	  make	  independent	  
living	  more	  or	  less	  likely	  to	  occur.	  That	  is,	  older	  adults’	  independence	  is	  a	  private,	  family	  matter	  in	  the	  media,	  
but	  a	  collective,	  public	  issue	  for	  advocacy	  organizations.	  This	  difference	  is	  exempliGied	  by	  the	  contrast	  
between	  the	  following	  excerpts.	  

Aging, Agency, and Attribution of Responsibility: Shifting Public Discourse about Older Adults 16



Media 
“People envision living out their lives as independently as they want to be, if their health allows, but a lot of 
the issues that come to us about someone needing assistance to pay their bills, wouldn’t exist if they had 
more resources,” she said.

Advocacy

Another reality is that seniors see Las Vegas as a retirement location. Even those who raised families here are 
not immune to being alone in their later years. “Kids tend to move away and not be around any more,” Blair 
said. “It used to be there were three generations under one roof.”24

Advocacy	  materials	  focus	  on	  the	  Ginancial	  requirements	  for	  older	  adults	  to	  live	  independently	  —	  
independence	  is	  not	  simply	  a	  matter	  of	  choice,	  but	  is	  determined	  by	  a	  host	  of	  factors,	  including	  access	  to	  
resources.	  In	  contrast,	  the	  media	  focus	  on	  family	  dynamics	  as	  the	  primary	  factor	  that	  shapes	  the	  ability	  of	  
older	  adults	  to	  live	  independently.	  

The Demographic Crisis Narrative

Media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  warn	  of	  the	  myriad	  challenges	  that	  come	  with	  an	  aging	  population.	  
Advocacy	  materials	  employed	  this	  narrative	  at	  slightly	  higher	  rates	  than	  the	  media	  (see	  Figure	  3).	  This	  
narrative	  describes	  the	  “graying	  of	  the	  American	  population”	  as	  an	  impending	  social	  crisis	  that	  will	  have	  
wide-‐reaching	  consequences.	  Furthermore,	  statistics	  related	  to	  demographic	  change	  are	  frequently	  employed	  
to	  convey	  a	  sense	  of	  urgency	  about	  aging	  issues	  —	  the	  assumption	  being,	  presumably,	  that	  urgency	  will	  
motivate	  readers	  to	  act.	  The	  following	  examples	  demonstrate	  how	  this	  crisis	  narrative	  is	  applied	  to	  a	  range	  of	  
issues,	  from	  the	  size	  of	  road	  signs	  to	  economic	  downturns.	  

Media

Over the next 20 years the proportion of the U.S. population over age 60 will dramatically increase, as 77 
million baby boomers reach traditional retirement age. By 2030 — in just 16 years — more than 70 million 
Americans will be 65 and older, twice the number in 2001. At that point, older Americans will comprise nearly 
20 percent of the U.S. population, representing one in every five Americans.25 

Advocacy

With pending population growth in the state, most of it senior citizens, Florida is going to need bigger signs. 
Amy Baker, the Legislature’s chief economist, recently told state lawmakers Florida is poised to overtake New 
York and become the nation’s third most populous state by 2016, behind California and Texas. Over the next 
20 years, 4.8 million people are expected to move here, and nearly 57 percent of them will be senior citizens.26 

The number of people age 65 and older in the United States is expected to almost double by 2050, a shift that 
is expected to drastically alter the nation’s racial makeup and pressure its economy, two government reports 
released on Tuesday said.27

Unlike	  media	  materials,	  advocacy	  pieces	  point	  to	  steps	  individuals	  should	  take	  to	  weather	  the	  upcoming	  
demographic	  storm.	  Media	  materials,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  tend	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  uncontrollable	  effects	  of	  the	  
upcoming	  “silver	  tsunami.”	  For	  example,	  the	  following	  excerpt	  exhorts	  policymakers	  to	  address	  the	  housing	  
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issues	  that	  will	  result	  from	  an	  aging	  population,	  but	  ultimately	  holds	  older	  adults	  and	  their	  families	  
responsible	  for	  addressing	  their	  own	  housing	  needs.	  

Media

“Recognizing the implications of this profound demographic shift and taking immediate steps to address 

these issues is vital to our national standard of living,” says Chris Herbert, acting managing director of the 

Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies. “While it is ultimately up to individuals and their families to plan for 

future housing needs, it is also incumbent upon policy makers at all levels of government to see that 

affordable, appropriate housing, as well as supports for long-term aging in the community, are available for 

older adults across the income spectrum.”28

The Aging Workers Narrative

The	  media	  are	  more	  likely	  than	  advocacy	  organizations	  to	  employ	  narratives	  about	  older	  adults’	  employment	  
and	  retirement	  issues	  (Figure	  3).	  Consistent	  with	  the	  composition	  of	  other	  narratives,	  there	  are	  subtle	  
differences	  in	  the	  stories	  media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  tell	  about	  older	  adults’	  labor	  market	  and	  
retirement	  experiences.	  

In	  advocacy	  materials,	  the	  Aging	  Workers	  narrative	  focuses	  on	  older	  adults’	  social	  and	  civic	  engagement.	  
These	  stories	  describe	  how	  older	  adults’	  social	  relationships	  and	  skills	  can	  assist	  them	  in	  what	  is	  often	  
perceived	  as	  a	  hostile	  labor	  market,	  how	  participation	  in	  the	  labor	  market	  fosters	  new	  kinds	  of	  social	  
engagement,	  and	  how	  successful	  retirement	  allows	  seniors	  the	  ability	  to	  engage	  civically	  through	  volunteer	  
opportunities:	  

Advocacy

Start by taking an inventory of the skills and experience you have acquired through jobs and activities in your 

life. Work, parenting, hobbies, part-time and seasonal work, volunteering — all require skills that can be 

readily applied to the employment you seek. Describe the main duties for each activity and list the skills you 

used to accomplish them, then think about how these skills could apply to a job that interests you.29 

The	  media	  version	  of	  this	  narrative	  highlights	  how	  familial	  structures	  and,	  importantly,	  the	  gendered	  division	  
of	  labor	  in	  households,	  impact	  employment,	  retirement,	  and	  economic	  stability.	  For	  example,	  the	  following	  
article	  asserts	  that	  women	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  experience	  poverty	  during	  retirement	  because	  they	  are	  more	  
likely	  to	  leave	  paid	  employment	  in	  order	  to	  take	  on	  family	  caregiving	  responsibilities:	  

Media

“Women who live, on average, five years longer than men, and who have in many cases left the workforce 

prematurely to care for an ailing spouse, special needs child, or their elderly parents, find that their financial 

resources are exhausted by the time they themselves age into the need for care,” said Yamada, who represents 

parts of Solano, Napa and several other counties. “With fewer financial resources remaining, many single 

older women face a long, lonely and bleak retirement.”30
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The Government As Solution Narrative 

Both	  the	  media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  consistently	  reference	  government	  policy	  in	  addressing	  the	  
challenges	  associated	  with	  aging,	  and	  the	  growing	  population	  of	  older	  adults.	  However,	  the	  media	  employ	  a	  
coherent	  narrative	  to	  convey	  information	  about	  government	  action,	  while	  advocates’	  references	  to	  
government	  policy	  are	  randomly	  distributed	  through	  their	  materials,	  and	  are	  not	  embedded	  in	  any	  broader	  
narrative.	  

The	  media’s	  narrative	  on	  government	  policy	  focuses	  on	  how	  the	  government	  should	  address	  seniors’	  housing	  
issues,	  in	  particular.	  For	  example,	  journalists	  and	  other	  commentators	  in	  this	  sample	  argue	  that	  government	  
action	  is	  needed	  to	  provide	  funding	  for	  community-‐based	  programs	  that	  allow	  older	  adults	  to	  age	  in	  place,	  
and	  prevent	  the	  need	  for	  institutional	  care:

Media

Margaret, 89, is blind in one eye, struggles with diabetes and mild dementia. We keep her on track, making 

sure she takes her meds. She enjoys exercise and intellectually stimulating activities, while her husband gets 

much needed rest. Margaret is not going to the emergency room anymore for out-of-control diabetes, and 

she is safe and happy. End result: We are saving the county money. We provide lifeline interventions that 

prevent institutionalization. The community can help. Call or email your county supervisor and tell him or her 

to step up and provide funding for community-based services for seniors.

Media

Can you imagine living in your car in your retirement? That’s a reality Dollie, a 73-year-old woman from 

Fairfield, California, faced recently. In poor health and with very limited income, Dollie could no longer keep 

up with the rising costs of her food, gas, medications, and rent, and she faced some desperate choices. At an 

age when many working Americans are planning their retirement vacations, or spending more time with 

their grandchildren, Dollie was homeless. She worked all her life, but her limited income and health benefits 

provided through our safety net programs for seniors were simply inadequate.31

The Government As Problem Narrative 

While	  advocacy	  organizations	  do	  not	  employ	  a	  consistent	  narrative	  with	  respect	  to	  government	  solutions,	  
they	  regularly	  point	  to	  governmental	  action	  as	  a	  causal	  factor	  in	  older	  adults’	  Ginancial	  challenges.	  More	  
speciGically,	  these	  stories	  decry	  the	  impact	  of	  federal	  budget	  cuts	  on	  older	  adults’	  Ginancial	  stability,	  as	  
exempliGied	  in	  the	  following	  passage.

Advocacy

The House of Representatives is scheduled to vote this week on a budget resolution from House Budget 

Committee Chairman Paul Ryan (R-WI) that could significantly harm our nation’s seniors, particularly 

millions struggling to make ends meet. The Ryan proposal cuts federal spending by $5.1 trillion over 10 years, 

with almost $3 trillion coming from healthcare and 69% from programs for low-income Americans.32

Importantly,	  the	  Government	  As	  Problem	  narrative	  is	  not	  present	  in	  the	  media.
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Comparison of Media and Advocacy Discourse

Media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  are	  telling	  similar	  narratives	  about	  aging	  and	  older	  adults	  in	  America,	  but	  
there	  are	  important	  differences	  in	  the	  content	  and	  focal	  points	  of	  these	  narratives.	  In	  this	  section,	  we	  
highlight	  the	  similarities	  and	  differences	  in	  media	  and	  advocacy	  narratives,	  and	  analyze	  their	  likely	  impacts	  
on	  public	  thinking	  about	  aging.	  

Similarities 
Media	  and	  advocacy	  discourses	  on	  aging	  overlap	  in	  the	  following	  areas.

Relatively	  few	  advocacy	  or	  media	  pieces	  focus	  on	  a	  single,	  dominant	  narrative.	  Of	  the	  171	  pieces	  in	  the	  
advocacy	  sample,	  84	  (or	  49	  percent)	  lacked	  a	  dominant	  narrative.	  This	  means	  that	  only	  half	  the	  pieces	  
provided	  a	  coherent	  narrative.	  Media	  coverage	  shares	  this	  feature,	  but	  to	  a	  lesser	  extent.	  Among	  the	  media	  
pieces	  examined,	  159	  of	  404	  —	  about	  40	  percent	  —	  lacked	  a	  dominant	  narrative.	  

Both	  media	  coverage	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  promote	  ideals	  of	  successful	  aging	  without	  reference	  
to	  public	  action.	  This	  report	  conGirms	  other	  analyses	  that	  demonstrate	  the	  absence	  of	  policy-‐level	  solutions	  
in	  public	  discussions	  of	  successful	  aging,	  and	  idealized	  representations	  of	  the	  aging	  process.33	  The	  two	  
narrative	  clusters	  that	  present	  idealized	  notions	  of	  aging	  —	  the	  Vibrant	  Senior	  and	  the	  Independent	  Senior	  —	  
fail	  to	  mention	  how	  governmental	  action	  might	  be	  necessary	  for	  these	  ideals	  to	  become	  lived	  experience	  for	  
many	  older	  adults.	  While	  government	  action	  is	  referenced	  in	  relation	  to	  both	  causing	  and	  solving	  problems	  
associated	  with	  aging,	  it	  is	  rarely	  a	  factor	  in	  positive	  or	  idealized	  descriptions	  of	  aging.

Implications:	  
Prior	  FrameWorks	  research	  suggests	  that	  the	  overlaps	  in	  media	  and	  advocacy	  coverage	  will	  have	  particularly	  
unproductive	  impacts	  on	  public	  perceptions	  of	  aging,	  and	  support	  for	  social	  policies	  designed	  to	  improve	  
older	  adults’	  well-‐being.	  Previous	  FrameWorks	  research,	  as	  well	  as	  research	  conducted	  by	  other	  social	  and	  
cognitive	  scientists,34	  shows	  that,	  when	  people	  are	  confronted	  with	  an	  incomplete	  story,	  they	  fall	  back	  on	  
their	  dominant	  understandings	  of	  how	  the	  issue	  works	  in	  order	  to	  Gill	  in	  missing	  elements.	  In	  short,	  if	  
elements	  are	  missing,	  people	  Gill	  them	  in	  with	  their	  top-‐of-‐mind	  associations.	  Given	  the	  cultural	  models	  that	  
people	  have	  available	  to	  them	  on	  this	  topic,	  this	  Gilling-‐in	  process	  is	  not	  likely	  to	  result	  in	  story	  elements	  that	  
align	  with	  the	  information	  that	  advocates	  and	  experts	  wish	  to	  convey.35	  Explicitly	  providing	  these	  missing	  
pieces	  in	  order	  to	  tell	  more	  complete	  stories	  is	  a	  major	  recommendation	  to	  emerge	  from	  this	  research,	  and	  is	  
discussed	  in	  depth	  below.	  

The	  biggest	  problem	  among	  the	  dominant	  patterns	  of	  public	  understanding	  identiGied	  in	  FrameWorks’	  
research	  is	  the	  common	  assumption	  that	  individuals	  are	  exclusively	  responsible	  for	  how	  they	  age.36	  This	  
idealized	  vision	  of	  aging	  is	  rarely	  achievable	  in	  the	  real	  world,	  according	  to	  experts.37	  When	  the	  media	  and	  
advocacy	  organizations	  fail	  to	  link	  successful	  aging	  to	  policies	  that	  actually	  enable	  older	  adults	  to	  remain	  
active	  and	  socially	  engaged,	  they	  reinforce	  the	  public’s	  highly	  individualistic	  understandings	  of	  the	  aging	  
process.	  The	  result	  is	  that	  people	  will	  understand	  successful	  aging	  to	  be	  achieved	  exclusively	  through	  lifestyle	  
choices	  rather	  than	  as	  affected	  by	  supports,	  larger	  social	  structures,	  or	  public	  policies.	  Further,	  when	  the	  ideal	  
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is	  not	  achieved,	  many	  Americans	  will	  assume	  that	  the	  reason	  for	  the	  failure	  lies	  in	  poor	  individual	  decision-‐
making	  by	  seniors.

FrameWorks’	  interviews	  with	  aging	  experts	  demonstrated	  that	  a	  central	  communications	  goal	  among	  those	  
in	  the	  Gield	  is	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  opportunities	  associated	  with	  increased	  longevity,	  and	  the	  positive	  civic,	  social,	  
and	  economic	  contributions	  of	  older	  adults.	  Experts	  assert	  that	  realizing	  this	  potential	  requires	  making	  
adjustments	  to	  our	  public	  institutions,	  policies,	  and	  infrastructure.	  However,	  in	  their	  public-‐facing	  materials,	  
advocacy	  organizations	  do	  not	  consistently	  explain	  the	  relationship	  between	  community,	  institutional	  and	  
policy-‐level	  supports,	  and	  successful	  aging.	  This	  is	  more	  than	  a	  missed	  opportunity,	  as	  this	  omission	  gives	  
space	  for	  the	  public’s	  current	  understandings	  to	  breathe	  and	  gain	  momentum.	  

Differences
Comparing	  media	  and	  advocacy	  discourses	  also	  reveals	  a	  set	  of	  notable	  differences	  in	  representation	  of	  aging	  
issues.	  In	  many	  cases,	  these	  differences	  represent	  places	  where	  advocates’	  messages	  are	  not	  being	  picked	  up	  
by	  media,	  thus	  suggesting	  the	  need	  for	  reframing	  strategies	  that	  can	  result	  in	  wider	  dissemination.	  Notable	  
differences	  include	  the	  following:

The	  media	  discuss	  older	  adults’	  >inancial	  issues	  and	  economic	  status	  as	  private,	  family	  problems,	  while	  
advocacy	  organizations	  focus	  more	  squarely	  on	  governmental	  responsibility.	  Advocacy	  organizations	  are	  
more	  likely	  to	  hold	  government	  responsible	  for	  protecting	  older	  adults’	  economic	  security.	  Furthermore,	  
advocates	  explain	  how	  Ginancial	  stability	  is	  a	  prerequisite	  for	  older	  adults’	  social	  and	  civic	  engagement.	  In	  
contrast,	  the	  media	  frame	  Ginancial	  problems	  in	  later	  stages	  of	  life	  as	  issues	  that	  are	  best	  addressed	  within	  the	  
family,	  and	  consistently	  promote	  the	  idea	  that	  Ginancial	  issues	  are	  an	  individual-‐level	  responsibility.	  

Media	  coverage	  is	  more	  episodic,	  and	  discusses	  individual	  awareness	  as	  one	  of	  the	  most	  effective	  
solutions	  to	  aging	  issues.	  Advocacy	  organizations	  tell	  stories	  about	  aging	  as	  a	  public	  issue.	  The	  media,	  
however,	  construct	  problems	  associated	  with	  aging	  as	  “private	  troubles.”	  Across	  all	  the	  narratives	  employed	  
by	  the	  media,	  the	  tendency	  is	  towards	  episodic	  and	  individualized	  storytelling.

The	  media	  present	  positive	  and	  idealized	  notions	  of	  aging,	  while	  advocacy	  organizations	  are	  more	  likely	  
to	  tell	  problem-‐oriented	  stories.	  The	  Vibrant	  Senior	  is	  the	  most	  dominant	  media	  narrative,	  while	  advocacy	  
organizations	  frequently	  highlight	  the	  maltreatment	  of	  older	  adults	  by	  employing	  the	  Throwaway	  Generation	  
narrative.	  This	  suggests	  that	  the	  media	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  disseminate	  idealized	  representations	  of	  aging,	  
while	  advocacy	  organizations	  are	  more	  focused	  on	  problems	  associated	  with	  aging,	  and	  on	  how	  these	  
problems	  are	  caused	  by	  an	  inadequate	  social	  safety	  net.	  

Implications:	  
The	  media	  narrative	  powerfully	  aligns	  with	  the	  public’s	  sense	  that	  aging	  is	  an	  individual	  and	  private	  
responsibility.	  FrameWorks’	  research	  consistently	  shows	  that	  this	  type	  of	  individual,	  episodic	  storytelling	  
leads	  audiences	  to	  ignore	  calls	  for	  public	  solutions,	  and	  fails	  to	  remind	  them	  of	  their	  collective	  responsibility	  
to	  address	  social	  problems.38	  We	  argue	  that	  a	  complete	  narrative	  on	  aging	  includes	  both	  a	  deGinition	  of	  a	  
problem	  as	  well	  as	  a	  statement	  or	  vision	  of	  a	  more	  optimal	  outcome.	  Advocacy	  organizations	  understandably	  
want	  to	  call	  attention	  to	  the	  challenges	  that	  older	  adults	  experience.	  However,	  problem	  stories	  that	  do	  not	  
regularly	  include	  alternate	  visions	  and	  concrete	  steps	  to	  achieve	  those	  visions	  risk	  cuing	  the	  public’s	  idea	  that	  
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aging	  is	  an	  inherently	  (and	  therefore	  immutably)	  negative	  process	  characterized	  by	  deterioration,	  senility,	  
and	  dependence.39	  
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Conclusion and Preliminary Recommendations

The	  media	  and	  advocacy	  organizations	  are	  two	  important	  sources	  of	  public	  information	  about	  aging	  and	  
older	  adults	  in	  America.	  They	  have	  the	  power	  to	  shape	  or	  contest	  existing	  patterns	  of	  thinking.	  This	  report	  
has	  identiGied	  advocacy	  messages	  that	  may	  have	  inadvertent,	  but	  negative,	  impacts	  on	  public	  understanding,	  
as	  well	  as	  more	  productive	  messages	  that	  are	  not	  gaining	  traction	  in	  the	  popular	  media.	  Bending	  the	  arc	  of	  
media	  representations	  of	  aging	  is	  a	  formidable,	  but	  necessary,	  task.	  The	  following	  recommendations	  are	  
included	  to	  help	  communicators	  tell	  well-‐framed	  stories	  that	  have	  the	  potential	  to	  stick	  and,	  therefore,	  to	  
change	  the	  larger	  public	  discourse	  around	  this	  important	  topic.	  These	  strategies	  can	  also	  assist	  
communicators	  to	  better	  navigate	  the	  current	  media	  environment	  around	  aging.	  We	  conclude	  with	  a	  
discussion	  of	  framing	  strategies	  advocates	  should	  avoid	  because	  of	  their	  likely	  unproductive	  impacts	  on	  
public	  thinking.	  

What to advance
Connect	  representations	  of	  successful	  aging	  to	  the	  implementation	  of	  effective	  social	  policies.	  Achieving	  
our	  widely	  held	  ideals	  regarding	  what	  it	  means	  to	  age	  well	  depends	  on	  a	  speciGic	  constellation	  of	  public	  
policies	  and	  social	  infrastructure.	  For	  example,	  older	  adults	  can	  “age	  in	  place”	  when	  there	  are	  affordable	  
housing	  options,	  public	  infrastructure	  that	  facilitates	  transportation	  needs,	  healthcare	  policies	  that	  offer	  more	  
opportunities	  for	  home-‐based	  care,	  and	  other	  types	  of	  supports.	  Communicators	  must	  always	  make	  direct	  
linkages	  between	  problems,	  policies,	  and	  improved	  outcomes,	  especially	  when	  they	  are	  trying	  to	  promote	  
positive	  visions	  about	  aging.	  Without	  this	  level	  of	  explanation,	  the	  public	  will	  equate	  aging	  outcomes	  with	  
lifestyle	  choices,	  or	  will	  think	  about	  positive	  outcomes	  as	  “ideal,”	  but	  impossible	  to	  achieve	  in	  the	  “real”	  world.	  
The	  following	  is	  an	  example	  of	  this	  explanatory	  approach:	  

We	  know	  that	  older	  adults’	  health	  and	  well-‐being	  improve	  when	  they	  have	  varied	  opportunities	  
to	  stay	  socially	  engaged.	  But	  right	  now,	  far	  too	  many	  seniors	  are	  isolated	  because	  they	  lack	  
places	  to	  go	  and	  the	  means	  to	  get	  to	  those	  places.	  We	  need	  to	  do	  everything	  we	  can	  to	  ensure	  
that	  all	  communities	  have	  opportunities	  for	  seniors	  to	  interact	  socially	  —	  such	  as	  community	  
centers	  with	  programming	  for	  older	  adults,	  farmers	  markets,	  and	  volunteer	  opportunities	  in	  
our	  schools	  and	  libraries.	  And	  we	  need	  to	  make	  sure	  we	  give	  older	  adults	  reliable	  and	  safe	  ways	  
to	  access	  these	  opportunities	  to	  be	  a	  contributing	  part	  of	  their	  community.	  

Tell	  complete	  stories	  about	  the	  process	  of	  aging,	  and	  challenges	  faced	  by	  older	  adults.	  Communicators	  
should	  aim	  to	  tell	  complete	  stories	  in	  their	  organizational	  materials,	  as	  well	  as	  in	  interactions	  with	  media	  
professionals.	  Journalists	  are	  professional	  storytellers	  —	  they	  are	  looking	  for	  complete	  stories.	  Those	  
working	  on	  aging	  issues	  can	  improve	  their	  messages’	  odds	  of	  entering	  into	  the	  public	  discourse	  by	  framing	  
messages	  as	  stories	  and	  giving	  those	  writing	  media	  stories	  what	  they	  are	  looking	  for.	  Furthermore,	  complete	  
stories	  will	  disrupt	  the	  public’s	  tendency	  to	  “Gill	  in	  the	  blanks”	  with	  default	  —	  and	  often	  unproductive	  —	  
understandings,	  and	  help	  dislodge	  these	  default	  understandings	  in	  favor	  of	  more	  productive	  ways	  of	  thinking.	  
A	  good	  strategy	  is	  to	  complete	  the	  following	  checklist	  when	  crafting	  public-‐facing	  materials:	  
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Does	  this	  communication:

R Clearly describe the problem or issue that impacts older adults?

R Explicitly state why addressing the issue is important for all Americans, and what is at stake if we fail to act?

R Explain how the problem works, including who or what is causing the problem?

R Describe the goal, outcome, or what the situation would ideally look like?

R Provide concrete and public solutions to address the issue, and explain how they result in improved outcomes 

for older adults?

Use	  values	  to	  remind	  the	  public	  of	  our	  collective	  responsibility	  to	  older	  adults,	  and	  the	  collective	  bene>its	  
that	  accrue	  to	  all	  Americans	  when	  we	  provide	  them	  with	  social	  supports.	  The	  media	  and	  advocacy	  
organizations	  are	  using	  values	  to	  remind	  members	  of	  the	  public	  of	  their	  obligations	  to	  older	  generations	  —	  
their	  moral	  duties	  to	  care	  for	  older	  adults,	  to	  prevent	  them	  from	  experiencing	  harm,	  and	  to	  protect	  their	  
rights.	  Along	  with	  imparting	  a	  sense	  of	  our	  collective	  responsibility,	  advocates	  should	  consistently	  emphasize	  
how	  all	  Americans	  beneGit	  when	  we	  ensure	  that	  older	  adults	  can	  contribute	  to	  our	  country.	  Advocates	  
occasionally	  invoke	  older	  adults’	  contributions	  to	  our	  collective	  prosperity,	  but	  they	  might	  also	  think	  about	  
invoking	  values	  like	  Human	  Potential	  and	  Interdependence,	  which	  are	  iterated	  below.

Only	  when	  we	  realize	  the	  talents	  and	  contributions	  of	  all	  Americans,	  no	  matter	  their	  age,	  can	  
we	  move	  our	  country	  forward.

Because	  aging	  is	  a	  process	  we	  all	  experience,	  Americans	  of	  all	  ages	  do	  better	  when	  we	  make	  
sure	  everyone	  has	  what	  they	  need	  to	  age	  successfully.	  

	  
Provide	  clear,	  concrete,	  and	  public	  solutions	  when	  describing	  challenges	  related	  to	  aging.	  Audiences	  
should	  always	  be	  presented	  with	  clear	  solutions	  to	  problems	  presented	  in	  communications.	  Communicators	  
should	  also	  explain	  how	  a	  policy	  and	  solution	  will	  improve	  outcomes	  for	  older	  adults,	  thereby	  improving	  
outcomes	  for	  society	  writ	  large.	  Finally,	  solutions	  included	  in	  communications	  should	  match	  the	  scope	  of	  the	  
problem	  presented.	  For	  example,	  if	  a	  problem	  is	  caused	  by	  failures	  in	  the	  system	  of	  social	  supports,	  the	  
solution	  should	  identify	  how	  to	  put	  those	  systems	  in	  place,	  rather	  than	  focusing	  at	  the	  level	  of	  individual	  
decision-‐making.	  

What to avoid
Avoid	  lists	  that	  simply	  enumerate	  issues	  that	  disproportionately	  impact	  older	  adults.	  It	  is	  true	  that	  an	  
aging	  population	  presents	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  challenges.	  However,	  advocates	  should	  avoid	  laundry	  lists	  of	  these	  
problems	  in	  favor	  of	  clear	  explanations	  of	  a	  problem,	  accompanied	  by	  concrete	  descriptions	  of	  the	  steps	  
necessary	  to	  arrive	  at	  a	  solution,	  and	  the	  outcome	  that	  will	  result	  from	  following	  these	  steps.	  

Avoid	  stories	  of	  the	  “Triumphant	  Senior”	  whose	  well-‐being	  is	  the	  product	  of	  prudent	  choices.	  The	  media	  
are	  Gilled	  with	  stories	  about	  older	  adults	  who	  saved	  for	  retirement,	  paid	  attention	  to	  their	  health,	  and,	  as	  a	  
result,	  have	  exciting	  and	  vibrant	  lives	  in	  their	  “golden	  years.”	  Advocates	  should	  always	  emphasize	  that	  
individual	  behaviors	  happen	  in	  a	  larger	  social	  context.	  For	  example,	  stories	  about	  people	  who	  have	  
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successfully	  saved	  for	  retirement	  should	  include	  explanations	  of	  the	  social	  policies	  and	  supports	  that	  
facilitated	  this	  outcome.	  

Avoid	  framing	  demographic	  change	  as	  an	  impending	  crisis.	  It	  is	  important	  that	  advocacy	  organizations	  
strike	  the	  right	  balance	  between	  communicating	  the	  challenges	  associated	  with	  an	  aging	  population	  (the	  
urgency	  of	  the	  situation),	  and	  a	  sense	  that	  this	  challenge	  is	  assailable	  (the	  efGicacy	  of	  the	  solution).	  Stories	  that	  
imply,	  or	  explicitly	  state,	  that	  we	  face	  an	  impending	  crisis	  are	  likely	  to	  overwhelm	  readers	  with	  the	  magnitude	  
of	  the	  problem	  and	  ultimately	  lead	  to	  disengagement	  with	  the	  issue	  at	  hand	  —	  resulting	  in	  lowered	  support	  
for	  necessary	  policy	  measures.	  

Expanding	  media	  narratives	  is	  a	  critical	  task	  for	  experts	  and	  advocates	  working	  to	  improve	  older	  adults’	  well-‐
being,	  and	  to	  help	  our	  society	  better	  realize	  the	  civic,	  social,	  and	  economic	  contributions	  of	  this	  important	  
demographic	  group.	  To	  the	  extent	  that	  advocates	  can	  disseminate	  a	  new,	  productive	  and	  sticky	  story	  about	  
the	  aging	  process	  and	  the	  role	  of	  older	  adults	  in	  American	  society,	  they	  can	  create	  a	  new	  kind	  of	  “drip,	  drip”	  
effect	  on	  public	  understanding	  —	  one	  that	  shapes	  our	  understanding	  to	  consider	  how	  our	  public	  institutions,	  
policies	  and	  infrastructure	  can	  improve	  outcomes	  not	  only	  for	  older	  adults,	  but	  for	  our	  society	  as	  a	  whole.	  
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Appendix A: Organizational Data

Organizations/Website	  Resources	  Included	  in	  Analysis

Non-‐Governmental
AARP
Alzheimer’s	  Association
American	  Society	  on	  Aging
ElderCare	  Locator
Leadership	  Council	  of	  Aging	  Organizations
National	  Association	  of	  Area	  Agencies	  on	  Aging
National	  Association	  of	  States	  United	  for	  Aging	  and	  Disability
National	  Center	  on	  Elder	  Abuse
National	  Council	  on	  Aging
National	  Indian	  Council	  on	  Aging	  
National	  Long-‐Term	  Care	  Ombudsman	  Resource	  Center
National	  Senior	  Citizen	  Law	  Center
Services	  &	  Advocacy	  for	  GLBT	  Elders
The	  Consumer	  Voice

Governmental
Administration	  on	  Aging
LongTermCare.gov
Medicare.gov
National	  Institute	  on	  Aging
National	  Institutes	  of	  Health	  Senior	  Health
Social	  Security	  Administration
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Table	  2:	  Narrative	  Components	  of	  Aging	  

NARRATIVE COMPONENT DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES OF CODES

Story Type
Are the media using episodic or 
thematic stories?

Story(ies) about individuals
Stories about social systems

Topic or Plotline What is the problem or issue?

Healthcare issues 
Work/retirement/financial issues
Elder abuse and maltreatment
Housing concerns
Transportation issues

Causal Story Why did the problem occur?

Seniors’ individual action/inaction
Family members’ action/inaction
Governmental action/inaction
Private institution action/inaction

Value
Why should Americans be concerned 
about the problem? 

Moral obligation to older generations
Preventing problems with aging
Older adults’ rights

Solution
Who or what should address the 
issue?

Seniors’ individual action
Family members’ action
Governmental action
Private institution action

Successful Aging What does it mean to age well?

Remain physically active
Stay socially and civically engaged
Age in place
Experience good mental and cognitive 
health
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