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Older People Become What They Think, Study Shows
By JUDITH GRAHAM

All of us have beliefs -- many of them subconscious, dating back to childhood -- about what it
means to get older. Psychologists call these "age stereotypes." And, it turns out, they can
have an important effect on seniors' health.
When stereotypes are negative -- when seniors are convinced becoming old means becoming
useless, helpless or devalued -- they are less likely to seek preventive medical care and die
earlier, and more likely to suffer memory loss and poor physical functioning, a growing body
of research shows.
When stereotypes are positive -- when older adults view age as a time of wisdom, selfrealization and satisfaction -- results point in the other direction, toward a higher level of
functioning. The latest report, in The Journal of the American Medical Association, suggests
that seniors with this positive bias are 44 percent more likely to fully recover from a bout of
disability.
For people who care about and interact with older people, the message is clear: your attitude
counts because it can activate or potentially modify these deeply held age stereotypes.
The researcher who has done more than anyone else to advance our understanding of this is
Becca Levy, an associate professor of epidemiology and psychology at Yale University.
In the mid-1990s, she began a series of experiments with older people in laboratory settings.
The idea was to expose them subliminally to negative or positive stereotypes by flashing
words associated with aging on a computer screen too fast for them to process consciously.
Then these seniors were asked to perform a task.
Those exposed to negative words such as "decrepit" had poorer handwriting, slower walking
speeds, higher levels of cardiovascular stress and a greater willingness to reject hypothetical
medical interventions that could prolong their lives. Those primed with positive words such
as "wisdom" did much better.
The experiments involved external stimuli, however, and Dr. Levy was interested in
peoples' subjective experience of older age. For that, she turned to a database of adults age
50 and older in Oxford, Ohio, who were followed for a period of 23 years, from 1975 to 1998.
Many had filled out questionnaires at the start of the study designed to elicit stereotypes
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about aging. This involved soliciting a "yes" or "no" answer to a series of statements like
"things keep getting worse as I get older," or "as you get older, you get less useful."
When Dr. Levy looked at 660 participants, she found that those with positive age
stereotypes lived 7.5 years longer than those with negative stereotypes. The research was
published in The Journal of Personal and Social Psychology in 2002.
What might account for this finding? In her paper, Dr. Levy speculated that people with
positive age stereotypes have a stronger will to live, and that this might affect their ability to
adapt to the rigors of older age. Also, people with negative age stereotypes may have a
heightened cardiovascular response to stress, with attendant ill health effects.
In other research using this data set, Dr. Levy established that people with positive age
stereotypes were more likely to eat a balanced diet, exercise, limit their alcohol consumption,
stop smoking and get regular physical exams, and that they had a higher level of physical
functioning over time. Results were controlled for other factors like illness, gender, race and
socioeconomic status.
In these papers, Dr. Levy hypothesized that positive age stereotypes are associated with a
greater sense of control and that this enhanced seniors' sense of self efficacy -- their ability
to remain captains of their own ship, as it were.
Her new findings about the impact of age stereotypes on older adults' recovery from
disability is an extension of this body of work. In this case, Dr. Levy and her co-authors
followed 598 adults age 70 and older in New Haven, Conn., from 1998 to 2008. Disability
was defined as needing help with basic activities of daily living like bathing, dressing and
walking, and its onset was typically precipitated by an illness or injury.
Again, seniors with positive age stereotypes were much more likely to have good results and
recover fully.
Dr. Marie Bernard, a geriatrician who serves as deputy director of the National Institute on
Aging, said she found the report "quite intriguing" and that it confirmed her clinical
observations in more than 30 years of medical practice. But she cautioned that it is a small
study that needs to be replicated.
"What we really need to understand is the mechanism," she said. "Is it something that is
malleable and, if so, could we help people live longer, healthier lives?"
Researchers don't have an answer to that yet. But many believe that part of the answer has
to lie in tackling ageism - which is pervasive in our youth-oriented culture -- early on, from
earliest childhood.
"Even young kids have negative associations; they tell you that older adults are sick, slow,
forgetful, no good," said Dana Kotter-Gruehn, a visiting assistant professor in the
department of psychology and neuroscience at Duke University.
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Also generations need to be brought together so that "people can experience what it means
to be an older person" and stereotypes can be dispelled, Dr. Kotter-Gruehn said. This has
been shown to help change people's stereotypes about race and homosexuality, she noted.
Closer to home, all of us who interact with older people can "think about how to reinforce the
more positive aspects of aging," Dr. Levy said.
"If all of us became a little more aware of the implications of our communications" -- the tone
of voice we use with seniors, the attitude we adopt, the use of loaded phrases or expressions,
the extent to which we give older adults our full, undivided attention -- "that would help
quite a lot."
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