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Introduction

Ideas Bouncing Between the US and Japan

Halfway through graduate school, I was lucky to win a National Science Foundation fellowship to live in Japan for a semester. My goal was to investigate how people aged and thought differently about aging in Japan. I knew that Japanese people had the longest life spans in the world.1 Although many researchers chalked this up to a healthy diet or genetic differences, I wondered if there might also be a psychological dimension that gave them an advantage.

Before uprooting myself to Japan for six months, I visited my grandma Horty in Florida. As soon as I stepped off the plane, she took one look at me and said, “You need vitamins.” She was convinced that graduate school and the dreary Boston weather had run me down, so off we went to buy her version of vitamins—all the oranges and grapefruits that we could carry out of the grocery store.

Grandma Horty was a competitive golfer and, as a former New Yorker, an avid walker, so it was no small feat to keep up with her as she walked with purposeful strides through the store—until she tumbled to the floor. Rushing over, I helped her up and was horrified to spot a bloody gash in her leg.

“Doesn’t hurt,” she reassured me, between clamped teeth. She even forced a smile, ever the stoic. “You should see the other guy,” she joked.

The “other guy” was down at our feet: a wooden crate with reinforced corners of sharp, jagged metal; one corner was now dripping blood. We left our baskets and I helped my grandmother gather up the contents of her handbag, which had scattered across the floor.

On the way out, she confronted the owner, who glanced up for a second when he heard her fall, before returning to the tabloid he’d been leafing through at the counter.

“You shouldn’t leave crates in the middle of your store,” my grandmother told him, much more politely than he deserved. “I could have hurt myself.” Blood was dripping down her calf.

The owner looked her over and then peered at the crate in the middle of the aisle. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t be walking around,” he said icily. “It’s not my fault old people fall down all the time. So don’t go around blaming me.”

Horty’s jaw practically dropped to the floor. As for me, I felt like swiping his tabloid off the counter, but I just glared at him and ushered my grandmother into the car. Over Horty’s objections, I took her straight to the doctor. Her leg turned out to be fine—a dramatic-looking but superficial cut, the doctor said. He added that she seemed in fact quite healthy.

I thought that would be the end of it, but some profound change had taken place that afternoon. That night, Horty asked me to water her avocado tree, which she normally loved doing herself. The following day, she told me she didn’t trust herself to drive and asked me to take her to a hair appointment. She seemed to be reliving the grocery owner’s words and questioning her competency as an older person in a way she never had before.

Fortunately, by the time I flew to Japan, Horty had pulled out of her ageism-induced funk. The morning before my departure, she insisted on taking me for a brisk, long walk, to stretch my legs before the long plane ride. When we returned, she handed me a handwritten list of restaurant recommendations, from a visit to Japan with my grandfather, two decades earlier.

But as I waved goodbye to Horty and headed off to Tokyo, I couldn’t help but wonder: If a few negative words could affect someone as strong and spunky as Horty, what were negative age stereotypes doing to us as a country? What power did they have to actually change the way we age? And what power could we have if we changed the way we thought and talked about aging?

Aging Rock Stars in Tokyo

As I settled into my new life in Tokyo, my mind would often fly back to Grandma Horty, watering her avocado tree in the cooling twilight of a Florida evening, and I wondered what she would make of this place where centenarian sushi chefs were constantly feted on television, and older relatives were served first at meals.

I was still in Japan when a national holiday called Keiro No Hi rolled around. Walking through Shinjuku Park that day, I passed crowds of weight lifters, some of them shirtless, some in skintight leotards, all of them in their seventies and eighties, strutting around, lifting weights, flaunting their well-toned bodies. All over the country on this holiday, people were crisscrossing the archipelago by high-speed train, boat, and car as they returned home to visit their elders. That day, restaurants would serve free meals to seniors; for those less mobile, schoolchildren would prepare and deliver bento boxes full of fresh sushi and delicately fried tempura.

Keiro No Hi translates to “Respect for the Aged Day,” but evidently the Japanese were already doing this every day of the year. Music classes were full of seniors trying out the electric slide guitar for the first time at age seventy-five. Newsstands were lined with colorful manga, the popular comic books for readers of all ages, telling stories of older people falling in love. The Japanese treated old age as something to enjoy, a fact of being alive, rather than something to fear or resent.

In the US, it was a different cultural picture. It wasn’t just my grandmother’s interaction with the ageist store owner; it was everywhere: the billboards for “age-defying” skin treatments, the late-night ads for local plastic surgeons going on about wrinkles like they were generals describing hostile enemy forces, the infantilizing greetings older people endured in restaurants and movie theaters. Everywhere I looked, in TV shows, in fairy tales, and online, old age was treated as though it meant forgetfulness, weakness, and decline.

In Japan, it became clear to me that the culture we’re in impacts how we age. Take menopause, for instance. I learned that Japanese culture doesn’t typically make a lot of fuss around it, treating it as a natural part of aging that can lead to a valued phase of life, rather than as fodder for those Western stereotypes of female irritability and sexual obsolescence that characterize menopause as a midlife affliction. And the result of the Japanese being less likely to stigmatize this natural aspect of aging than their peers in North America? Older Japanese women are much less likely to experience hot flashes, as well as other symptoms of menopause, than women of the same age in the US and Canada.2 And Japanese older men, who are treated, culturally, “like rock stars in their country,” according to the anthropologist who led this study, were found to have higher testosterone levels than their European counterparts.3 This suggests that your libido ages differently depending on the way your culture perceives and treats aging.

I began to wonder just how much culture impacts individual age beliefs—how we think about older people and getting older. And I was curious about the extent to which these individual conceptions, in turn, influence the aging process. Could their age beliefs help to explain why the Japanese have the longest life span in the world?

I had gone to graduate school to study social psychology, the science of how individuals’ thinking, behavior, and health are impacted by their society and the groups they belong to and interact with. I wanted to focus on the experience of older people, who were being left out of most psychology studies. The puzzle in front of me now was how to measure the impact of something as amorphous as culture on something as definite as our biology.

Impact of Age Beliefs on Aging Health

When I returned to Boston, I set about testing the impact of cultural age stereotypes on the health and lives of older people. In study after study I conducted, I found that older people with more-positive perceptions of aging performed better physically and cognitively than those with more-negative perceptions; they were more likely to recover from severe disability, they remembered better, they walked faster, and they even lived longer.4

I was also able to show that many of the cognitive and physiological challenges we think of as linked to growing old—things like hearing loss and cardiovascular disease—are also the products of age beliefs absorbed from our social surroundings. I found that age beliefs can even act as a buffer against developing dementia in people who carry the dreaded Alzheimer’s gene, APOE ε4.

This book is about how we think about aging and how these beliefs impact our health in ways big and small. It is for anyone who hopes to age well. In the following pages, I will also explore the anatomy of negative age stereotypes—how they build up in us, how they operate, and how they can be changed. Although these stereotypes are developed within cultures over hundreds of years, and assimilated across the lifetimes of individuals, they are in fact quite brittle: they can be chipped at, shifted, and remade.

In my Yale lab, I have been able to improve people’s memory performance, gait, balance, speed, and even will to live by activating positive age stereotypes for just ten minutes or so. In this book, I will show you how priming, or the activation of age stereotypes without awareness, works, what it says about the unconscious nature of our stereotypes, and how we can strengthen our ideas about aging.

With the right mindset and tools, we can change our age beliefs. But to get at the origin of the beliefs, the ageist culture needs to change. To better understand how we got here and what is possible, we’ll look at cultural alternatives around the world and throughout history. We’ll look at stories of successful aging and visit the homes, memories, and outlooks of athletes, poets, and activists, movie stars, artists, and musicians. We’ll look at what it takes to change our culture and learn how better integrating older people into our communities can lead to greater collective health and wealth.

Demographically, we are at a crossroads. For the first time in human history, there are now more people in the world over the age of sixty-four than under the age of five.5 Some politicians, economists, and journalists are wringing their hands over what they call “the silver tsunami,” but they’re missing the point. The fact that so many people are getting to experience old age, and doing so in better health, is one of society’s greatest achievements. It’s also an extraordinary opportunity to rethink what it means to grow old.

When Grandma Horty died, many years after the ageist grocery store encounter, my family and I got together to celebrate her life, which had been both ordinary and remarkable. She lived through most of the twentieth century, witnessing both its progress and its atrocities.

She lived her life to the fullest, even after raising my dad and after caring for my grandfather, as he dwindled away under the strange, dreadful weight of Alzheimer’s. In her eighties and nineties, she traveled and played golf and went on long walks with her friends. She threw elaborate costume parties and wrote us letters that reflected her unforgettable personality, at once assertive and witty.

When I received a letter from her, it was as if she was sitting right there in the room with me. In the last decade of her life, she and my father would often turn on the TV to watch the same headline-grabbing court trial while they talked on the phone about it. Though my father was in frigid New England, and Grandma Horty in sunny, damp Florida, it was as if they were sitting together in the living room, gossiping about which lawyer was currying favor with the judge, and whose tie looked the goofiest.

Grandma Horty never let you forget that she was there, so her absence rang loudly when we went through her things to find new homes for them after she died. Her basement, especially, was a testament to the richness of the life she lived. Before she began caring for my grandfather, Grandma Horty and Grandpa Ed spent decades visiting far-flung places, collecting souvenirs. I thought that her basement was a cave of wonders. There were old French perfume bottles, wonderful flowing scarves from Italy and Indonesia, delicate little carved boxes from Morocco. And amid it all, a small, Japanese-style folding screen. The panels were made of shoji rice paper and painted over with a cherry tree in bloom. On the screen was a Post-it with my name on it. I remembered Grandma Horty once telling me, after I admitted to her that it sometimes took me a while to focus when I sat down to write, that Sigmund Freud used a screen to sequester himself from the world and summon his concentration. I was touched that she had left me this screen, and I thought back to my first visit to Japan, and to the episode of her fall.

Shortly after my grandmother’s death, I made a surprising discovery. While analyzing data from my study about the lives and outlooks of the inhabitants of the small town of Oxford, Ohio, I found out that the single most important factor in determining the longevity of these inhabitants—more important than gender, income, social background, loneliness, or functional health—was how people thought about and approached the idea of old age.6 Age beliefs, it turns out, can steal or add nearly eight years to your life. In other words, these beliefs don’t just live in our heads. For better or worse, those mental images that are the product of our cultural diets, whether it’s the shows we watch, the things we read, or the jokes we laugh at, become scripts we end up acting out.

When I first landed on this longevity finding, I thought of Grandma Horty and of how lucky my family was to have had her with us until her death at ninety-two. I thought of how fortunate she was to have approached aging the way she had. I thought of the gift of those extra years, and where it came from. Did we have seven or eight more years with Horty because she embraced life in those later years? If there is a code to aging well—a system or a method—age beliefs are a part of it.

Our lives are the product of so many different factors that we can’t control: where we are born, and to whom, what’s in our genes, and which accidents befall us. I am interested in identifying those factors we can control to improve our aging experiences and health. One of those factors is the way we think about aging and conceptualize the life cycle. That’s what this book is all about: how we can, as individuals and a society, change how we think of ourselves and those around us as we grow old, to enjoy the benefits of this change.




1

The Pictures in Our Head

Each fall, I start my Health and Aging class at Yale by asking my students to think of an old person and list the first five words or phrases that come to mind. It can be someone real or imagined. “Don’t think about it too much,” I tell everyone. “There are no right or wrong answers. Just write down whatever associations pop into your head.”

Try it now. Think of the first five words or phrases that come to mind when you imagine an old person. Write them down.

Once you’re done, take a look at your list. How many of these are positive? How many are negative?

If you are like most people, chances are your list includes at least a few negatives. Take this response from Ron, a seventy-nine-year-old violin maker outside of Boston: “Senile, slow, sick, grumpy, and stubborn.” Now, consider this description from an eighty-two-year-old woman named Biyu in China who was in her former workplace, a pencil factory, to pick up her pension check: “Wise, loves Peking Opera, reads to grandchildren, walks a lot, and kind.”

These two clashing visions reflect the vast range of age beliefs that predominate in different cultures—beliefs that determine how we act toward our older relatives, organize our living spaces, distribute health care, and form our communities. Ultimately, these beliefs can also determine how older people think about themselves as well as how well they hear and remember, and how long they live.

Most people don’t realize they hold preconceptions about aging, yet everyone, everywhere, does. Unfortunately, most of the world’s prevailing cultural age beliefs today are negative.1 By examining these beliefs and discovering their origin, together with how they operate, we’ll have a basis for changing not only the narrative of aging, but the very manner in which we age.

What Are Age Beliefs?

Age beliefs are mental maps of how we expect older people to behave based on age. These mental maps, which often include pictures in our heads, become activated when we notice members of the group in question.

When I talk about an “older person,” by the way, I’m usually referring to someone who is at least in their fifties, but there really is no set age threshold. How “old” we feel, rather than the number of years under our belt, is often based on cultural cues, such as becoming eligible for “senior discounts” or Social Security, or being nudged into retirement. There is actually no single biological marker to identify when someone has reached old age, which means that old age is a somewhat fluid social construct. This is one of the reasons age beliefs, with their associated expectations, are so powerful: they define how we experience our later years.

Expectations can be quite useful in many situations. When we come across a closed door, we can expect, based on previous experiences, that it will either be locked or unlocked. We generally don’t have to ask ourselves whether the door will fall down flat or burst into flames if we give the handle a wiggle. We can thank our brains for this ability to process situations quickly, visually, and often automatically, which is why there’s no need to relearn how a door works. Instead, we can rely on what we already know to be familiar. This is pretty much how we get through the world every single day: by generating and then relying on expectations.

Age beliefs are expectations about people, not doors, of course, but they operate in a similar way. Like most stereotypes or mental shortcuts, they are the product of natural, internal processes that begin when we are babies as a way of sorting and simplifying the overwhelming amount of stimuli in the world. But they are also the products of external societal sources, such as schooling, movies, or social media and the ageism that operates in these realms.

Linking Structural and Implicit Ageism

Stereotyping often happens unconsciously. Our brains make decisions up to ten seconds before we’re aware of it.2 Nobel Prize–winning neuroscientist Eric Kandel found that about 80 percent of our mind works unconsciously.3 This is all fine and good when you’re reaching for the door handle, but when forming impressions or making decisions about people, it’s a different story.

Stereotypes are the often-unconscious devices we use to rapidly assess our fellow human beings. A lot of the time, however, these pictures aren’t based on observed or lived experiences, but rather, are absorbed uncritically from the external social world.

Most of us like to consider ourselves as capable of thinking fairly accurately about other people. But the truth is, we are social beings who carry around unconscious social beliefs that are so deeply rooted in our minds that we don’t usually realize they’ve got their hooks in us. This can result in an unconscious process called “implicit bias,” which automatically influences us to like or dislike certain groups of people. Implicit bias is hard to mitigate or even just to accept, because it so often goes against the grain of what we consciously believe. A further complication is that implicit bias often reflects structural bias.

Structural bias refers to policies or practices of societal institutions, such as corporations that discriminate against workers or hospitals that discriminate against patients. It is frequently intertwined with implicit bias. For within institutions, the discrimination may operate without the managers’ or doctors’ awareness and therefore can be considered implicit. But at the same time, it is often structural insofar as the discrimination reinforces the power of those in authority while withholding power from those who are marginalized.

To examine both types of bias, researchers asked fellow scientists, people who usually think of themselves as objective and fair-minded, to evaluate résumés of male and female applicants for a job. In almost every case, male applicants were more likely to be hired and offered much higher salaries than their female counterparts, in spite of what turned out to be résumés that were identical in every way, other than the use of traditionally masculine or traditionally feminine names.4 There exists a similar culture-based racial bias: studies show that job seekers who added typical “white” identifiers to their résumés received significantly more calls for interviews than those without these identifiers.5

The same structural and implicit bias, or ageism, exists toward older job applicants. A study found that when résumés are otherwise identical, employers tend to offer the job to younger applicants.6 This hiring pattern occurs again and again, despite abundant research showing that older workers are usually more reliable and skilled than younger workers.7 Similarly, when doctors are given identical case studies of patients with the same symptoms and likelihood of recovery, these doctors tend to be far less likely to recommend treatments for the older patients compared to the younger patients.8

The line between structural and implicit bias is thin and quite porous. Culture-based structural biases seep into our beliefs, where they are then often activated without our awareness. As a result, multiple studies show that all of us, no matter what we consciously believe, have unconscious biases.

Unconscious Running

As someone who studies self-stereotypes for a living, I didn’t think I was susceptible; but of course, there’s a difference between what you think you know and what you actually know. There are those moments in life that reveal the uncomfortable gap between the two.

Last year, I decided to run a 5K to benefit a charity that a friend of mine is involved with. It was a chilly fall Sunday morning, and my bed was particularly warm and cozy, so I hit the snooze button one time too many and arrived late. I barely had time to pin on a race bib and lace up my sneakers when the starting pistol went off. I was about two hundred yards into the race, running past a cluster of tall elm trees, when I heard a nasty popping sound and the back of my knee suddenly flooded with pain. I stumbled a bit and groaned. An image immediately appeared in my mind—a scene from the sci-fi film Lucy, in which Scarlett Johansson plays a woman whose body parts quickly disintegrate into sparkly dots after smugglers implant a dangerous drug in her stomach. As I envisioned it, my body, my once trusted and reliable friend, was precipitously disintegrating in the same fashion, only age, and not some sci-fi lab drug, was the culprit.

I hobbled past the finish line and even gave a grim smile to the friend who had encouraged me to participate. After I drove home, I limped inside, complaining that my middle-aged body was succumbing—all too early—to the ravages of age. Here I was, I thought, facing the sad and premature end of my running days.

Then, my husband, who is a doctor, inspected my leg and told me that I had badly pulled a muscle.

At that moment, my teenage daughter chimed in. She’d been on her laptop that morning and had watched me rush out the door for the race.

“You got there late, didn’t you?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Did you warm up?”

I shook my head. Who has time to warm up when you show up late?

She smiled. “Well, there you go.”

We all like to run in my family. We all know that warm-ups activate your muscles, stretching and lengthening them to protect them from being pulled too far and tearing. My other daughter, less than a month prior, had pulled a leg muscle of her own by dashing off on a run without stretching.

There you go.

Instead of being relieved that my body wasn’t suddenly falling to pieces, I was troubled. I had instinctively attributed my injury to something other than skipping a warm-up. Instead, I had blamed my age: my mind had made connections that I don’t consciously believe—that your body falls apart as you age. And I have been studying aging since the start of graduate school. More than most, I should know that this isn’t the case. So what happened? The negative stereotypes I had absorbed since childhood from the surrounding culture materialized in a sudden fear of age-related frailty, which led me to misattribute the cause of the pain in my knee.

This is one of the most harmful things about negative age stereotypes: they don’t only color our actions and judgments toward other people; often, they influence how we think about ourselves, and these thoughts—if they are not counteracted—can impact how we feel and act.

When I was starting out as a social psychologist, the existing studies on age stereotypes were limited to how age beliefs influenced the views and behavior of children and young adults toward older people. The research ignored the ways in which age stereotypes impacted older people themselves. But after watching my grandmother absorb and respond to the negative age stereotype directed at her from the ageist store owner, I became convinced that to reduce the likelihood that this kind of event would occur in the future and to find ways to harness the power of age beliefs to bring about benefits, I would first need to understand how our beliefs about older people affect the way we ourselves age.

How Our Culture’s Beliefs Become Our Own

To better understand how culture-based age stereotypes get under our skin, I developed a framework called stereotype embodiment theory (SET), which proposes that negative age beliefs bring about detrimental health effects that are often, and misleadingly, characterized as the inevitable consequences of aging. At the same time, positive age beliefs do the exact opposite: they benefit our health.9 My research, on which I based these twin concepts, has been confirmed by over four hundred studies conducted by other scientists in five continents.10

According to SET, there are four mechanisms involved in how age stereotypes affect our health. They


	are internalized from society starting in childhood and continuing throughout the life span;

	operate unconsciously;

	increase in power as they become more self-relevant; and

	impact health through psychological, biological, and behavioral pathways.



Now I will illustrate how age beliefs draw on these interlocking mechanisms to slip under our skin and impact the age code over the course of our lives.

SET Mechanism 1: Internalization Across the Life Span

Even though we often assume kids aren’t tainted by the negative beliefs of adults, children as young as three have already internalized the stereotypes, including age stereotypes, of their culture enough to express them.11 A study of American and Canadian youngsters found that many of them already viewed older people as slow and confused.12 It turns out the tendency to categorize starts even earlier: infants as young as four months distinguish and sort faces by age.13

While we absorb all sorts of negative stereotypes from our culture and society, we’re particularly susceptible when it comes to negative age beliefs. There are four reasons that many absorb these ideas like a sponge in a bowl of water. First, their sheer prevalence; according to the World Health Organization, ageism is the most widespread and socially accepted prejudice today.14 Second, unlike race and sex stereotypes, we encounter age stereotypes decades before they refer to our own age group, so we rarely question or try to resist them. Third, society often segregates older people in terms of where they live, work, and socialize; children, who notice the ways that older persons are segregated, infer that these social divisions are caused by meaningful, inherent differences between age groups rather than what it often really is: people in power marginalizing older people.15 Fourth, these stereotypes are then frequently reinforced over our lifetimes as we are bombarded by messages in advertisements and media about older people.

SET Mechanism 2: Unconscious Operation

As the psychoanalyst Carl Jung observed: “Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.” A reason age stereotypes are so effective at impacting our health is that they often operate without our awareness.

To examine how the numerous ageist tropes that permeate our culture often influence us, I found that an effective way to activate age stereotypes is to present them subliminally. In our experimental studies, people sit in front of computer screens as words flash by at speeds that are so fast that they are either unseen or else seen as a blur. This allows for perception without awareness. These flashed words are either positive stereotypes, such as “wise,” or negative ones, such as “decrepit.” Afterward, participants perform a range of simple tasks, such as strolling down a hall. In this way, I’ve demonstrated that age stereotypes unconsciously affect everything from how neat or messy our handwriting is to how quickly we walk.16

SET Mechanism 3: Self-Relevance of Age Stereotypes

The worst effects of negative age beliefs don’t hit us until we get older because of the self-relevance that these beliefs then acquire. If you misplace your car keys at age twenty-five, you probably won’t think too much of it. If the same thing happens when you are seventy-five, you might worry about impending senility since you’ve spent most of your lifetime absorbing stereotypes about people over sixty becoming mentally incompetent—even though this stereotype is not accurate, as we’ll explore in the next chapter.

Pretend for a moment that you are an older person who, when you were a child, heard your parents complain about their parents being absentminded and blamed it on their advancing age. As you entered your twenties, this belief was likely reinforced by similar messages about aging in ads, movies, and books. By the time you entered middle age, you began to mentally label instances of other people’s forgetfulness as something to do with getting old. And as you finally enter your own old age, whenever you can’t recall something, you blame it on aging. When you do this, you’re actively manifesting the stereotype you grew up hearing applied to older people, but now you’re directing it at yourself. This, in turn, can lead to stress, which can reduce memory performance.17 After a lifetime occupying the inner reaches of your mind, in later life the destructive age stereotype is likely to take its toll (unless it is counteracted by some of the strategies presented later in the book).

SET Mechanism 4: Three Pathways Age Beliefs Follow to Get Under Our Skin

There are three pathways age beliefs use to act on health outcomes: psychological, behavioral, and biological. An example of the psychological pathway is the low self-esteem that develops among elderly people who have assimilated negative age beliefs.18 A letter I recently received from an older Englishwoman states in its opening: “Frankly I feel ashamed to be old. Why? Because society tells me it is shameful.”

The behavioral pathway plays out as older people take in negative age beliefs and develop fatalistic attitudes about the inevitability of declining health in later life. They’ll sometimes then cut back on healthy behaviors, which in this grim light appear to be pointless. My team found that older people with negative age beliefs take fewer prescribed medications and exercise less.19 The situation can become a self-fulfilling prophecy: negative beliefs about aging lead to unhealthy behaviors that worsen health, which then reinforces the original negative age beliefs.

The third pathway is biological. We’ve found that negative age beliefs can increase biological markers of stress, including the hormone cortisol and a substance in our blood called C-reactive protein (CRP).20 Over time, more frequent and higher spikes in stress biomarkers can lead to earlier death.21

And there you have it. The misfortune trifecta. That’s how negative age beliefs seep from our culture into our health, shortening our life spans and diminishing our sense of well-being. I know this sounds bad, and it is. But these physical manifestations are not inevitable. Negative age beliefs can be resisted and reversed, leading to positive psychological, behavioral, and biological outcomes.

From Targeter to Targeted: The Toxicity of Age Stereotypes

It may be hard to accept that age stereotypes can have such profound effects on the ways we act and feel, but it’s not just age beliefs: other kinds of self-stereotypes can have an impact. For instance, studies show that Black test takers tend to perform worse than white test takers when asked to identify their race on a demographic questionnaire prior to the test.22 When the demographic questionnaire was omitted, however, there was no significant difference in test scores. The stereotype linking race with intellectual performance was so strong that all it required to take hold was for test takers to be asked to identify their race.

Another study revealed that when female participants were shown actual TV commercials that played up gender stereotypes, they often avoided leadership roles in subsequent tasks doled out in the experiment, even though the commercials had nothing to do with leadership.23 One commercial showed a young woman who becomes so excited about being given a new beauty product that she bounces on her bed with joy. Activating just one stereotype about a group, in this instance, the stereotype of women as focused on appearance, can open the floodgates to a slew of other stereotypes and associations, one of which is that women are not good leaders.

Also heavily featured in commercials are age stereotypes, which operate differently than racial or gender stereotypes, since they do not become self-relevant until later life. This process is made more complicated by the fact that older people, before reaching old age, were the targeters, viewing older people in stereotypical ways, rather than the targeted, and had no need to question or resist these stereotypes themselves. So when they reach old age, people often still identify with the young, rather than their new group, the old.24

It is important to note that age beliefs are not the same thing as pessimistic or optimistic thinking. You might think positive age beliefs are just one facet of positive thinking, and negative age beliefs a form of negative thinking. But in my research, I have found that above and beyond general emotions, such as happiness or gloominess, age beliefs are what drive outcomes, including how well we recall information, or how quickly we walk around the block.25 That is, it’s age beliefs, above and beyond the emotional outlooks of whether, say, you are a glass half-full or half-empty kind of person, that harm or improve our health.

A Two-Thousand-Year-Old Man with Positive Age Beliefs

Most research conducted on beliefs about groups regardless of whether they are based on race, gender, ethnicity, or age has focused on negative beliefs. In contrast, I have long been curious about the potential benefit of positive beliefs.

Take the filmmakers Carl Reiner, creator of The Dick Van Dyke Show and director of the popular Steve Martin film The Jerk, and Mel Brooks, who wrote and directed Young Frankenstein and The Producers. Reiner died at age ninety-eight, survived by his lifelong friend Brooks, now ninety-five. Both drew on their positive age beliefs as they got older and surpassed the average male life span by at least fifteen years. They were extremely productive throughout their nineties, with Reiner writing five books and Brooks continuing to act, write, and produce. They were also quite happy. Their friendship grew closer over the decades. Until Reiner died, the two of them would have dinner and watch Jeopardy! every night at Reiner’s house, following it up with an amusing movie, sometimes one of their own.26

At ninety-five, Reiner starred in an HBO documentary about life as a nonagenarian, called If You’re Not in the Obit, Eat Breakfast. The people he interviews (which include Brooks) are funny, self-deprecating, and happy. They describe their lives as productive and full of meaning and complain about the condescension they face from society for being old. Norman Lear, who created many of the most memorable sitcoms of the 1970s (including All in the Family, Maude, and The Jeffersons), tells Reiner in the documentary: “Because I’m ninety-three, I’m supposed to behave a certain way. The fact that I can touch my toes shouldn’t be so amazing to people.” He is now ninety-nine and just created a new sitcom with an all-Latino cast.

Mel Brooks and Carl Reiner started to express their positive age beliefs many decades earlier. When I was growing up, my parents used to play old recordings of their famous comedy bit “The 2,000-Year-Old Man,” which featured Reiner as the interviewer and Brooks as the 2,000-year-old man, improvising stories and jokes in a thick, bemused Yiddish accent. The humor of it came from the eminently quotable, perfectly timed, Borscht Belt zingers of this very ancient man.

Although Reiner and Brooks created the skit to amuse themselves and their friends at parties when they were in their early thirties, their comedy routine also reflected and promoted their positive images of aging. Many of the 2,000-year-old man’s humorous observations have to do with experience-based skills that allow him to survive in a chaotic world. In addition, he displays excellent memory, which allowed him to recite the lyrics of what he describes as the first song ever sung, an ancient Aramaic chant that happened to sound just like the popular jazz standard “Sweet Georgia Brown.” It is a refreshing contrast to most of the current “aging humor,” often featured in stand-up comedy and television shows, which makes fun of older people’s minds and bodies.27

Changing Age Perceptions

The good news is that we are not born with a set of age beliefs and once we take them in they are not set in stone. We see this first and foremost in how radically age beliefs vary from culture to culture. I found that in China, when I asked people to describe the first words or phrases that came to mind to describe an old person, the most common response was “wisdom,” whereas in the US, the first image to come to mind is usually “memory loss.”

We also know that age beliefs are malleable because they change throughout history, and I have been able to shift them from negative to positive in research studies.28 Later in the book, we will explore these cultural differences, as well as the historical and experimental shifts of age beliefs. In addition, based on these patterns, we will present a strategy for improving these beliefs.

The Far Reach of Age Beliefs

Age beliefs affect almost all aspects of our lives including access to health care and work opportunities. Older patients who go to mental health professionals with depression are less likely to be treated adequately, if at all, because it’s widely believed by these professionals that depression is a normal part of aging.29 It’s not just assumptions about mental health: it’s roundly dismissing older patients as not worthy of care.

The geriatrician Louise Aronson shared a story about a meeting at a major US hospital where doctors were discussing the complicated case of an older patient who had been brought in from a nearby nursing home. Halfway through the meeting, one of the doctors—a department chief—stood up and suggested that he had a solution for this complex case.

“I figured it out. We just need to have nursing homes be a hundred miles away from our hospitals.”

Everyone laughed. The underlying assumption was that older patients are a waste of time, care, and money. Aronson adds: “If someone had said this about women or people of color or LGBTQ people, there would have been outrage. In this case, there was none. It makes you want to cry.”30

Negative age beliefs run rampant in the job market, too, where only a third of Americans aged sixty-eight are still employed,31 in part due to the assumption that older workers are inefficient and need to be cleared out. The median age of employees is twenty-eight at Facebook, thirty at Google, and thirty-one at Apple.32

Is it that only young people have the requisite skills to work in tech, or that the field is rampant with negative age beliefs? We ought to ask JK Scheinberg, the legendary Apple engineer who ran the company’s top-secret Marklar Project, which moved Apple’s operating system to Intel and made the MacBook the roaring success that it is today. After twenty-one years at Apple, JK decided to retire early, while still in his fifties, but soon found that he was growing bored and restless. Thinking that he knew one easy way to make himself useful, he applied for a part-time job at his local Apple Store’s Genius Bar, where he was told by his interviewers that they would be in touch. He never heard from them. JK figured that’s because he was the oldest candidate by several decades at his interview.33

Negative age beliefs are the most tolerated of all types of implicit bias. They push older people out of vibrant neighborhoods and doctors’ clinics and the workforce, for no reason other than their age.

Aging is a biological process, yet it doesn’t exist in some strictly biological dimension, independent of our beliefs and practices around what it means to be or grow old. Too often, we don’t realize that our age beliefs are the product of cultural biases, rather than scientific facts. We forget that only 25 percent of our health is due to genes.34 That means three-quarters of our health is determined by environmental factors, many of which we can control. As my research has shown, one of those controllable factors is age beliefs.

In this first part of the book, I’ll present scientific findings about our age beliefs, together with stories about a range of people including artists, movie stars, and athletes, to illustrate the ways these beliefs impact our health, biology, memory, and general well-being. Later in the book, I’ll share evidence-based strategies to help you harness the formidable power of age beliefs and fight structural ageism in ways that can help you, those you love, and the world we live in.
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Anatomy of a Senior Moment

Sometimes memory short-circuits. Forgetting the name of the hero in the movie you just saw or walking into a room to grab something only to forget what it was. It’s a frustrating mental state, and it happens to everyone. We often refer to these vexing lapses in memory by saying we’re having “a senior moment.” But why “a senior moment” when it’s something that can happen at any age?

The term first appeared in print in 1997, in a piece in the Rochester Democrat & Chronicle in which a columnist quoted an older vacationing banker who had forgotten the score of his ongoing tennis match.1 Since then the expression has infected the lexicon, first in the US and, more recently, beyond it.2 When I give talks in other countries, I sometimes ask who has heard the term, and just about everyone in the room quickly raises a hand.

The reality is that these “moments” have nothing specifically to do with “seniors” or old age. Brief memory lapses have been around forever. Nearly 150 years ago, William James, the “father of American psychology,” described the phenomenon as a gap in the mind “that is intensely active. A sort of wraith of the name is in it, beckoning us in a given direction, making us at moments tingle with the sense of our closeness, and then letting us sink back without the longed-for term.”3 Obviously, elderly people aren’t the only ones who get struck with occasional moments of forgetfulness, which is
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