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Fighting Ageism
Breaking the Age Code: How Your Beliefs About Aging Determine How Long & Well You Live, by 
Becca Levy. William Morrow, New York, NY, 2022, 294 pp., $14.34 (paperback).

Ageism Unmasked: Exploring Age Bias And How To End It, by Tracey Gendron. Steerforth Press, 
Lebanon, NH, 2022, 180 pp., $12.29 (hardcover).

Angry Aging: Making Peace With Rage, by Amanda Smith Barusch. Oxford University Press, New 
York, NY, 2024, 204 pp., $82.95 (hardcover).

Becca Levy was in graduate school when her beloved 
Grandma Horty tripped over a wooden crate left in a gro-
cery store aisle. The store owner said, “It’s not my fault. Old 
people fall down all the time” (p. 2). Tracey Gendron was a 
midcareer gerontologist when she realized she had internal-
ized negative attitudes toward aging. Amanda Barusch was a 
62-year-old professor who had taught gerontology classes for 
four decades and had authored seven books when her new 
dean launched the first overtly ageist remark Barusch had 
ever experienced. He said his publication expectations would 
apply to all faculty “except Amanda, who is in the twilight of 
her career” (p. xiii).

The experiences of these women are examples of ageism, 
a term coined in 1969 by Robert Butler, MD, to include a 
combination of (1) negative attitudes towards old age and the 
aging process, (2) discriminatory practices against older peo-
ple, and (3) institutional practices and policies that perpetuate 
stereotypes about older people (Butler, 1969). What is truly 
remarkable about these authors is that they used their per-
sonal experiences with ageism to improve the world for older 
people. Their books combat the shattering social scourge of 
ageism and offer strategies for change.

A theme dominating these books is that ageism, like racism 
and sexism, can control and destroy lives. But these books go 
a step further. They show how ageist thoughts, feelings, and 
actions can be changed, resetting expectations for getting and 
being old.

Breaking the Age Code begins by showing that beliefs 
about aging determine health and longevity. In study after 
study, Levy and her team found that older people with more 
positive perceptions about aging performed better physically 
and cognitively than those with negative perceptions. People 
with more positive views were more likely to recover from 
severe disability, have more accurate memories, and walk 
faster than those with negative views. They even lived up to 
8 years longer.

But Levy also shows that age beliefs are malleable—we 
can change how we think about ourselves and others as we 
age. Furthermore, Levy demonstrates that changing our age 
beliefs dramatically affects our health and longevity. Levy’s 

ABC method for transforming age-declining mindsets into 
age-thriving mindsets includes increasing Awareness, plac-
ing Blame where blame is due, and Challenging negative age 
beliefs. An appendix to the book provides concrete exercises 
readers can use to bolster positive age beliefs. Awareness exer-
cises include jotting down five words about an older person, 
identifying positive older role models, noticing age beliefs in 
the media, and becoming aware of intergenerational interac-
tions. Blame-shifting exercises focus on attributing negative 
stereotypes to causes other than age. For example, when an 
older person loses his keys, question whether he was distracted 
rather than attributing the behavior to his age. Challenge 
exercises include dismantling negative age beliefs by learning 
accurate information, finding ways to get involved in politics, 
and confronting media ageism.

Ageism Unmasked traces the roots and history of ageism 
to the Industrial Revolution. Gendron argues that the sys-
tematic devaluing of older people began with subtle shifts in 
the language used to describe productivity and profits in the 
job market. The term “elderly” was associated with frailty; 
“efficient” was code for young. It wasn’t long before aging 
became a medical problem to be diagnosed, treated, and 
managed. In 1987, Rowe and Kahn distinguished usual aging 
from successful aging (aging with minimal to no physiologi-
cal loss), launching decades of research designed to facilitate 
aging without physiological loss. Although well-intentioned, 
Gendron says “successful aging” became a catchphrase that 
contributed to ageism because it created a dichotomous view 
of aging as success (independence, health, ability) or failure 
(dependence, illness, disability). Ageism embedded within the 
anti-aging movement, with its focus on eliminating or revers-
ing the effects of aging, further marginalized older people.

In the last chapter of her book, Gendron challenges read-
ers to create an anti-ageist world by embracing “elderhood.” 
She explains that long-term solutions to ageism will require 
changes in laws, policies, and practices. She urges change in 
government, health care, housing, business, marketing, tech-
nology, product design, and more. She cautions, however, 
that these monumental changes will not happen overnight. 
Rather, such changes will happen one person at a time until 
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a critical mass of awareness is realized. Gendron says dis-
rupting ageism is likely to follow the path of race-based civil 
rights, women’s rights, and LGBTQ rights—an ebb and flow 
of activity over a long period of time. Like these other move-
ments, defeating ageism is about protecting civil liberties. 
Gendron contends that the journey from ageism to elderhood 
begins with identifying motivations. The next steps include 
gaining awareness, designing a personalized aging experience, 
embracing aging, developing resilience, and focusing on being 
rather than doing. Like Levy, Gendron provides readers with 
concrete thought exercises.

In the preface to Angry Aging, Barusch grabs readers’ 
attention, putting us by her side as she is belittled by her new 
dean. Her first response: “It was almost funny; just a taste-
less joke.” Then she wonders, “Was it a coded threat?” She 
felt threatened and confused. She had no idea why the dean 
was targeting her. Despite an incredibly productive career, 
she began to wonder whether she was “deadwood.” During 
subsequent meetings, the dean ridiculed Barusch’s sugges-
tions and ignored her accomplishments. In private, he com-
plimented her on her appearance. Her staff were transferred 
to other managers. She was assigned more paperwork and 
administrative tasks. It wasn’t long before Barusch realized 
she was among a growing number of tenured faculty who 
were being pushed out of their jobs. The dean couldn’t fire 
her, but he could make her life miserable.

Barusch considered suing the university but chose not to. 
Instead, she left the university voluntarily and discovered a 
newfound passion—understanding anger’s role in later life. 
In this book, Barusch introduces anger to the field of ger-
ontology. Drawing on philosophy, religion, psychology, and 
in-depth interviews, Barusch shares vibrant stories of anger 
and rage. She provides a roadmap for how older people can 
activate anger to improve their lives and social good.

Fighting ageism is a priority for the World Health 
Organization. At a time when 93.4% of people over 50 in 
the United States report experiencing everyday ageism (Allen 
et al., 2022) and 90% of adults 50+ believe age discrimi-
nation is common in the workplace (https://www.aarp.org/
research/topics/economics/info-2022/workforce-trends-old-
er-adults-age-discrimination.html), gerontologists at all 
phases of their careers should study these books and learn 
how they can make a difference.

I read these books shortly before my 69th birthday and just 
after my university demoted me. Stunned that the university 

would demand I take a 30% pay cut without cause, I struggled 
to understand why this was happening. Despite being a ger-
ontologist for more than four decades, ageism had not been 
on my radar until a lawyer said, “You know, this might be 
age discrimination.” I went back and reread Barusch’s story. 
Should I follow her lead and resign? I decided that would 
only empower the university to continue its ageist actions. 
Although I knew fighting the university would take its toll on 
me, I also knew I had to fight. I would follow Levy’s advice 
and challenge the university’s negative age beliefs. I would 
embrace Gendron’s contention and fight for my civil rights 
and those of others. These books and their advice made me 
think back to something my father had taught me years ago: 
Tikkun Olam, the calling to repair and improve the world 
and leave it a better place than you found it. It would not be 
an easy fight, but with support from the AAUP union and a 
lawyer who took my case on contingency, I’m fighting for the 
same reason I became a gerontologist—to make life better for 
older people.
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