
Combatting 
Ageism in the 
Healthcare 
System



What is 
ageism?

Discrimination
or  how  people  act

Prejudice
or  how  people  feel

Stereotyping
or  how  people  think

BASED ON AGE



• begins in childhood 
and is reinforced 
over the course of 
one’s life

• is something that 
everyone will face 
at some point, 
especially in older 
age

AGEISM...



Types of Ageism
Explicit

or 
observable

Internalized

or
perpetuate by 

self

Implicit

or
without 

conscious 
awareness

External

or
perpetuated by 

others

Institutional

or
practices & 

policies

Compassionate

or 
meaning well



Why are we ageist?
Implicit Bias

Implicit biases are 
attitudes and 

stereotypes we are 
not aware of.

These shape our thoughts and 
actions, often without us 
realizing it.

Pervasive 
misperceptions 

about aging 

We form these subconscious 
negative judgments about 
many things, including age.



How prevalent is ageism?





Medical Ageism
20% of older 
adults reported 
ageism 

in  healthcare  encounters

AMA, 2024



Ageism in 
Healthcare 
Settings

Age is used as threshold 
Higher rates of withholding 
treatment or preventive care

Lack of  knowledge
in disease presentation in 
older adults and interest in 
geriatrics

Age-based exclusions
in  clinical  trials

AGE DISCRIMINATION



• Withhold ventilator 
treatment, dialysis or 
surgery solely because of age
⚬ Even after or despite 

controlling for prognoses and 
care preferences

• Less often offered testing 
for sexually transmitted 
diseases

AGE AS THRESHOLD

• Brush symptoms off as 
“normal” aging without 
exploring further



• Less than 3% of medical 
students choose to take 
electives focusing on geriatrics

• Only 4% of social workers 
receive geriatrics training

• Only 3% of psychologists treat 
older patients as their primary 
professional population
⚬ 60% have older patients

LACK OF KNOWLEDGE



• Prior to 2019 NIH policy, adults age 65 and over were 
excluded from the majority of clinical trials
⚬ Exclusions for severe or uncontrolled comorbidities are 

essential
⚬ not exclusions based solely on age, compliance concerns or 

technology requirements

• Recent study of an internal registry of Parkinson’s 
disease clinical trials found 49% excluded older persons

• Recent health panel recommends axiety screening for 
all adults UNDER 65
⚬ Stating no clear evidence regarding the effectiveness of 

screening tools in older adults because anxiety symptoms are 
similar to normal signs of aging (fatigue, pain)

AGE -BASED EXCLUSIONS

US Preventive Services Taskforce, NYT, 
2022



What is your 
experience?

Have you seen 
ageism directed 
toward others?

Have you 
experienced ageism 
in healthcare?

Have you been 
ageist to others?

Have you had ageist 
thoughts about 
yourself?



Ageism Impacts 
Us All



One year cost of ageism
Ageism has a huge impact on health. It accounts 

for $1 in every $7 spent on the top 8 most 
expensive health conditions in older adults.

Negative attitudes and beliefs can be a predictor of 
the development of Alzheimer’s Disease and 

decrease lifespan by 7.5 years.

$63 
Billion



Impact of ageism on health in 11 health domains

Chang ES, Kannoth S, Levy S, Wang SY, Lee JE, et al. (2020) Global reach of ageism on older persons’ health: A systematic rev iew . PLOS ONE 15(1): e0220857. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220857



The Good News
• Positive self -perception leads to 7.5 

years longer and healthier lifespan

• Older persons with positive age beliefs 
who carry one of the strongest genes for 
developing dementia were nearly 50% 
less likely to develop the disease than 
their peers who held negative beliefs



Ageism can be combatted



We need to tell 
the whole story 
of aging

Age is a social construct 
Ideas about aging are created 
by society, more than biology

There are multiple 
determinants of health

30% of factors contributing to 
premature death are genetic

Age interacts with other 
risk factors

SES, gender, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation affect life experiences 
and outcomes

There is heterogeneity
There is great variation within 
the older 65+ population



Policy Changes

AMA is to establish of 
definition of age equity - 
rights throughout the 
life course are to be 
respected

Review and amend 
policies regarding 
discrimination to add age 
or ageism during sunset 
review process

Enacted by AMA 
House of Delegates 
in 2024

Conduct ongoing 
advocacy for hospital 
and regulatory policy 
changes

URL: https://www.ama -assn.org/delivering -care/population -care/heading -ageism -means -supporting -patients -andphysicians -too



Educational & 
Intergenerational 
Activities

Older adult mentoring 
& shadowing added to 
nursing, medical, & PT 
courses

Studies find improved 
attitudes toward older 
patients from these 
earlier exposures

Barsan, et al., 2012



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lYdNjrUs4NM


What can we 
do?

To  end ageism? To  stop ageism in 
healthcare settings?

How can we advocate 
for older adults in the 
healthcare system?

How can we be better 
advocates for 
ourselves as we age?



Resources
Visit 
publichealth.wustl.edu/centers/a
ging/aging -resources



Thank 
you very 
much!
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