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Suggested Readings: 
Use of Language in Written Communications About Older Adults 

For Infusion in Curriculum and Programmatic Structure 
 
Language both affects our views of older people and how we express our beliefs, attitudes, and values 
about them. As with most other disciplines, the field of gerontology is constantly evolving and 
recognizing the problem of language that makes sweeping generalizations or has negative connotations:  
 

 The commonly used terms the elderly, the aged, and seniors are frequently associated with 
negative images of the older population and fail to capture its increasing heterogeneity, richness, 
and strengths. 

 Instead, we recommend the use of the terms older adults, older persons, and elders. 
 
The first two terms parallel those of younger person/younger adult, while there are no parallel terms 
among other age groups for the elderly or seniors. The terminology “older people” is a neutral description 
of a highly diverse group of adults. The term elder, used widely among Native Americans and Latino 
populations, typically conveys respect and honor.  
 
The following readings address the use of non-ageist language, including older adults’ preferences for 
what they are called, as well as the pervasive nature of ageism and how it affects our discourse. 
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