Who are you calling senior? For
older folks, some terms are fast
becoming radioactive
Robert Weisman March 07, 2019
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The name of Boston's Commission on Affairs of the Elderly has been officially changed to the Age Strong
Commission.

Jill Tapper knew she’d made a mistake at the annual meeting of condo
owners in Salisbury when she referred to their 55-plus complex as an “aging
community.” She may as well have invoked rocking chairs and shuffleboard.
“Some of the other members were furious,” recalled Tapper, a longtime social
worker. She quickly backed off and tried again. “Now I just call it the
Windgate community.”

Tapper had stumbled onto the third rail of life-stage nomenclature. Words
once commonly used to describe older folks and their lives — “elderly,”
“geriatric,” “in their golden years” — are now scorned by some as patronizing.
Even durable terms like “aging” and “seniors,” still in widespread use and
part of the names of countless organizations, are fast becoming radioactive.
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“Words like ‘elderly’ and ‘senior,’ with their negative associations, need to be
put away,” said Mike Festa, director of AARP Massachusetts, who said many
of the traditional labels connote physical or cognitive decline. “We’re avoiding
those descriptions that convey the negative aspects of growing old.”
The backlash — which some liken to
previous quarrels over what to call
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minorities — is gaining momentum and
causing many in government, business, and academia to rethink their
language choices. But efforts to redress perceived slights can create confusion
even as they assuage the sensitivities of those miffed by past labels.
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After a half-century of being known as Boston’s Commission on Affairs of the
Elderly, the city agency changed its name in January to the Age Strong
Commission — a shift heralded by Mayor Martin J. Walsh in his state of the
city address.
The muscular new name was tested at focus groups across the city, and
widely welcomed.
“We’ve known for a long time that ‘elderly’ is not a word that our baby
boomer constituents can relate to,” said commissioner Emily Shea.
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Nationally, the American Medical Association is modifying its stylebook to

expunge offending words and phrases such as “aged,” “elders,” and “seniors.”
It’s following the lead of the American Geriatrics Society and its scientific
journals, which adopted the less objectionable “older adults.”
Though not unobjectionable to all — many research and funding groups
prefer “older people,” a phrase that better reflects their humanity. (Some also
point out that some of today’s college students may consider anyone over 30
an “older adult.”)
“How we talk affects how people are perceived,” said Alrie McNiff Daniels,
communications officer for the Tufts Health Plan Foundation in Watertown,
which bankrolls age-friendly programs and stresses how making life easier
for older folks helps the entire community. “If we want policy makers to act
differently — even on little things like adding arms to park benches — then we
have to think about how we present the conversation.”
For those who find the new preferred labels uninspired, there are some fresh
contenders.
When she was writing her latest book, “This Chair Rocks,” author and activist
Ashton Applewhite got tired of typing “older adults” and shortened it to
“olders.” The new name turned an adjective into a noun and, paired with
another new word, “youngers,” sought to emphasize that age is a spectrum.
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“People live in horror of being on the wrong side of the old-young divide,”
said Applewhite, who is based in New York. “But there is no binary. There’s
no dividing line when you wake up and everything goes to hell. We age in
relation to others and society.”
Maureen Conners, a San Francisco retail consultant, coined the term
“perennials,” a sly play on millennials, to identify what she sees as a giant and
largely untapped consumer market for products like technology-embedded

jackets and robotic-assisted athletic wear.
“I see a major business opportunity for products that make old people look
cool,” said Conners, who worked for Gillette in Boston in the 1980s and later
for Levi Strauss.
Some entries bandied about in the past, such as “geronotos” and “thirdagers,” haven’t — or haven’t yet — gained traction.
But pejoratives like coots, codgers, graybeards, and old farts, still used by
some older folks to describe themselves facetiously, have largely been
discarded in polite company.
Many lingo benders were influenced by 2016 research conducted by
FrameWorks Institute, a Washington think tank, that gauged how people
reacted to various descriptors. The research found that those described as
“senior” and “elderly” were viewed as older and less competent — a group
apart from the rest of society — than those described as older people and
older adults.
“We’re trying to get away from us-versus-them thinking and get more weness into our conversations,” said Moira O’Neil, a senior researcher at
FrameWorks Institute.
But some are concerned that political correctness is creeping into the
language of the aging field and obscuring reality.
“I’m worried that we’re running away from a fact of life: People get older,”
said Len Fishman, director of the Gerontology Institute at the University of
Massachusetts Boston. “At some point, the names get so diluted that they
have no meaning. If it’s a senior center and you call it a community life
center, people might not know what that is.”
Fishman, however, approves of an organization embracing a new name if it
signals an expanded mission or better describes what it does. Hebrew

Rehabilitation Center for the Aged in Roslindale, his previous employer, was
rebranded as Hebrew Senior Life to reflect that the organization provided
housing and community services as well as its original mission of long-term
care. AARP similarly changed its name from the American Association of
Retired Persons — just using the letters without the associated words — in the
late 1990s, in part to acknowledge that more than a third of the group’s
membership was still working.
Margaret Gullette, a writer and resident scholar at Brandeis University’s
women’s studies research center, said she would like to reclaim some newly
verboten words and phrases, such as “elder” and “senior citizen.”
“I refer to myself as an old person,” she said
proudly. “One of my reasons for doing it is in
solidarity with other old people.”
Gullette said she sees the problem less about
language than about a culture that believes there
are too many older people who are too sick and
costly. “I don’t think we can change those
attitudes by tinkering with language,” she said.
At least some of the evolving thinking about
language reflects what’s seen as fashionable at
the moment, said Jack Kupferman, president of
the advocacy group Gray Panthers NYC.
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He said much of the current reappraisal recognizes that life spans are
increasing, and older folks are healthier and more active than in the past. So
it’s not surprising that many will howl and bristle at labels that intimate they
are frail or deteriorating.
“How many older people do you know who are on treks to Costa Rica?” he
asked, citing the boasting and admonitions of some in that age cohort. “They

say, ‘How come you aren’t on your bicycle for an hour?’ And they look at you
as a lazy bum.”
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