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AS WE AGE
Ageism's stereotypes getting old
PAM KELLEY
	


I'd been reading lately about how ageism pervades U.S. media and advertising when an item crossed my desk that proved the point.

The Chicago Sun-Times says that the program director of Chicago's ABC-owned news/talk radio station recently ordered staffers to screen out "any old sounding callers," since the station's target market is listeners 25 to 54. "We do not want to air any callers who sound over 54," he wrote in a memo.

The rationale, apparently, is that these old-sounding folks will scare off the younger listeners that advertisers are trying to reach.

This raises a few questions: Why younger? Why aren't advertisers more interested in reaching older people? Why don't we see ads featuring older people wearing cool clothes, driving new cars, buying the latest electronic gadget?

That issue has been debated recently, following September's Senate committee hearings on the image of aging in the media.

In the hearings, some speakers called for more awareness and criticism when the media stereotypes older Americans as feeble, forgetful and irrelevant. One researcher, Yale University's Becca Levy, discussed new findings that elderly people who had a more positive perception of aging lived 7.6 years longer than those who expressed negative views about getting older.

But many in advertising and media say their portrayal of the elderly doesn't create America's values, it only reflects them. "As a culture, we value youth. We aspire to be young and look young," says Bob Davies, director of strategic planning for Charlotte's PriceMcNabb ad agency.

Wallace Matsen, an Asheville minister and author of "Old is Not a Dirty Word," thinks our culture's youth worship stems from the Industrial Revolution. "After the Industrial Revolution, productivity became the coin of the realm," he says. Once you retire, you're no longer seen as productive.

But consider this: Americans 50 and up are 38 percent of the population. By 2020, that jumps to 47 percent. (Note to Chicago radio station: You're going to be hanging up on a lot of people.)

These people do spend money, and new research shows they switch brands and try new products.

Some signs suggest advertisers are starting to attend to older consumers and their immense purchasing power. Testifying at the Senate hearings, advertising executive Robert Snyder described a new approach to advertising that groups people by values and beliefs, not age.

And, occasionally, I see an ad campaign that eschews old-people stereotypes. Gap, for instance, is trying to woo boomers back to its clothes with its new ad slogan: "For every generation. Gap." One ad features silver-haired Willie Nelson singing alongside 27-year-old rising star Ryan Adams.

My favorite ad is a print campaign for Eileen Fisher clothing. The slogan, "Women change the world every day," accompanies a portrait of women of varied ages, including a gray-haired woman with wrinkles. Each is beautiful, but not in a glamour-model way. Kind of makes you want go out and buy the clothes.
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