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Some practical tips to respond to ageism
These are just a few ideas about how to respond to ageism  
when you encounter it in different settings. No doubt, you  
will have many more ideas.

Please let us know your thoughts and the different practical  
ways that work for you to respond to ageist stereotypes and 
behaviours at info@everyagecounts.org.au

Tips to end ageism
Tell your own story

Sometimes the best way to highlight the 
need to end ageism is to tell you own 
story. Stories are powerful and when you 
start a conversation you can engage 
others to end ageism. Conversations can 
spread ideas through your networks and 
humanise facts and figures. But watch 
your tone and language! You want to 
take people with you, not shut them 
down. It’s often best not to express your 
opinion too forcefully so use language 
which invites a conversation, listen and 
try to find some common ground.

Some tips to think about:

• Be simple and explicit

• Use values (not facts) to try to 
persuade

• Emphasise the similarities, not 
differences, between people across 
age groups

• Look at people for who they are, not 
their age

• Avoid ‘othering’ language – use ‘we’, 
not ‘them’

• Celebrate diversity, not stereotypes

• Focus on what you want people to 
believe or understand, not how wrong 
the other person is

• Focus on solutions, not problems 
and explain how we can do things 
differently

• Keep it real – real people, real 
examples, including yourself, and why 
this is important for you.

Challenge your own ageism

We all hold internalised ageist 
stereotypes based on myths and 
negative stories we’ve heard about older 
age. Becoming aware of these, and 
how they’ve formed, is the first step to 
breaking free of our own internalised 
ageism. At worst, these self-assumptions 
can lead us to limit ourselves and our 
own roles in the community, before we 
even start to face the stereotypes of 
others!

Three tips to help overcome the 
negativity of these assumptions are:

1. Take notice and appreciate the 
positives in your life

2. Take time to self-reflect on the causes 
of self-limiting thoughts

3. Develop new habits, building on 
activities that make you feel positive 
and valuable to your community 
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In workplace situations
Consider starting an affinity group

• If you are affected by ageism at work 
(e.g. ignored for promotions, left out of 
new opportunities, managers assume 
you can’t learn new technology) it can 
be hard to establish if you are really 
being discriminated against based  
on your age.

• If you work at a large workplace 
you could consider setting up an 
‘affinity group’ of older staff, to share 
experiences, support and advice.

Escalate your complaint sequentially

• If you work for a large organisation 
it makes sense to escalate your 
complaint step-by-step. You might 
raise your concerns with your 
manager, and, if unsuccessful with 
the manager above that. If that’s 
unsatisfactory you might want to raise 
the matter with HR and/or your union.

Understand your work’s Diversity and 
Inclusion Strategy

• If your work has a Diversity and 
Inclusion Strategy, read it — and if age 
isn’t a criterion for diversity suggest 
that it should be.

Beware the ‘subtle’ hints about 
retiring.

• If you’re not ready to, or not thinking 
about retiring, let people know. There 
are many who assume that because 
you have reached a certain age, you 
will automatically be planning to retire. 
So take every opportunity to affirm 
your role, skills and contribution, and 
let people know that you have no such 
plans. And if you do start planning 
to reduce your hours or work more 
flexibly try to be the one in control of 
this conversation with your employer.

For serious cases, consider taking  
your complaint to an anti-
discrimination body

• If you are unable to make progress 
on your concern, states and territories 
have anti-discrimination authorities 
that can be contacted via phone 
or email. You could also consider 
making an inquiry or complaint 
to the Australian Human Rights 
Commission. These bodies will 
consider your case and discuss it with 
you. In certain instances, they may 
consider conciliating the complaint or 
escalating it through the legal system.

In retail situations
Ageism can be hard to ‘prove’,  
so write an email or letter about  
your perspective

• It can be hard to speak up in the 
moment, and if you do, it may just 
be denied by retail workers. If this is 
the case, consider reflecting on what 
happened when you get home and 
writing an honest email about your 
experience to the retailer. You may 
not be able to ‘prove’ it was ageism, 
but you can certainly relate your 
perspective and describe why you 
thought you were being treated in  
an ageist way. After all, customer 
service matters!

In healthcare situations
Don’t be afraid to question advice  
or get a second opinion

• Ageism can lead to older people not 
being presented with the full range 
of healthcare options and treatments.
So don’t be afraid to question advice 
or get a second opinion. Rarely, will 
‘you’re just getting old’ or ‘it’s just 
a sign of ageing’ be a satisfactory 
explanation!



Make it clear advice should be 
directed to you

• Make sure you communicate clearly to 
your healthcare provider that you are 
the subject, and that advice should be 
directed to you and not your support 
person (e.g. relative, spouse). It’s your 
health, so it’s your decision!

In seeking work situations
It’s probably not you!

• If you are over 50 and finding it hard  
to land a job, know that it’s probably 
not you! We know ageism is rife in  
the job market.

Ask recruiters to get specific

• It’s rare for people to be explicitly 
told they are too old for a position. 
But older people are often told ‘you 
might be overqualified,’ ‘you’ll get 
bored,’ or that ‘we’re looking for an 
up-and-comer’. If you encounter 
these kind of comments, politely ask 
your potential employer to be more 
specific. Ask specifically what qualities 
they are seeking in a candidate – e.g. 
willingness to learn, tech skills, energy 
– and describe how you think you 
measure up in those areas.

Consider a specialised recruitment 
agency

• Consider using recruitment agencies 
that are specifically for older 
candidates.

In interpersonal situations
Drop ‘you’ll be in my shoes one day’

• If you encounter someone being 
ageist to you, you might be tempted 
to try and generate empathy and 
understanding by saying something 
like ‘one day you’ll be in my shoes.’ But 
studies have found this is generally an 
ineffective way to change behaviour 
because people find it very difficult to 

imagine themselves in the future. You 
are probably better off describing how 
ageism affects you personally…and ask 
them to stop.

Avoid conflict by offering honest 
perspectives about your experience

• Most of us like to avoid conflict and it 
can be difficult and unpleasant to ‘call 
someone out’ for ageist behaviour. 
If that’s the case, consider instead 
framing the issue in terms of your own 
feelings and perspective e.g. ‘When 
you suggested in the meeting that I 
wouldn’t be able to understand this 
new software it really made me feel 
awful and I think you might have only 
said it because of my age.’ Or ‘when 
you ignored me and served  
that other customer who came in after  
me you made me feel terrible, and  
I feel like that happened just because  
I look older.’

• Often people might suggest their 
ageism was ‘just a joke’. Instead of 
getting sucked into a debate about 
what jokes are acceptable, explain 
how the joke made you feel personally 
(or how you think it makes other older 
people feel).

Arm yourself with facts

• Arm yourself with the facts about 
ageism and be prepared to have a 
clear conversation about why it’s 
important to you. To find out more go 
to https://www.everyagecounts.org.
au/the_real_old

Generally
Be age proud!

• Try to be age proud in whatever ways 
you are comfortable with. There’s no 
reason to be coy about your age, for 
example, if you don’t want to be!
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Don’t accept being told you’re too  
old for something

• Reject notions that you are ‘too old’ 
for a piece of clothing, or a venue, or 
an experience. This could also relate to 
the things you are telling yourself!

Become an anti-ageism advocate

• Register for EveryAGE Counts training 
(www.everyagecounts.org.au/
advocates_training) and become 
a part of the EveryAGE Counts 
advocates network.
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Your ideas/notes:
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