
I’ve experienced not-so-sub-
tle invisibility, condescen-
sion and assumption of incom-
petence on a regular basis. It’s 
called ageism: demeaning, nega-
tive stereotypes about aging.

Millions of Canadians over age 
65 experience much more seri-
ous forms of illegal discrimi-
nation because of their age. 
These are actions where older 
people are being treated in an 
unequal fashion in the work-
place, in health care and by gov-
ernments because of age.

Mainstream and social media 
are deeply engaged in reporting 
on, and providing opinion and 
insight about, sexism and rac-
ism. Unfortunately, ageism and 
age discrimination are not yet part 
of that national conversation.

The discrimination experienced 
by the 5.8 million Canadians 65 
years and older remains the most 
tolerated form of social prejudice 
in this country. It seems ageism 
is the last acceptable “ism” in our 
society. This, despite the fact it 
can have the same social, eco-
nomic and physiological impacts 
as other forms of discrimination.

Ageism is deeply rooted in 
Canada. It’s a socially constructed 
way of thinking about older per-
sons based on negative attitudes 
and stereotypes. It’s also the ten-
dency to structure society based 
on an assumption that everyone is 
young, and the failure to respond 
to the needs of older people.

A 2012 Leger Marketing study 
on ageism done for Sheridan 
College found a disturbing 89 per 
cent of Canadians associate aging 
with negative outcomes, such 
as being alone, losing independ-
ence and deteriorating health. 
Apparently 79 per cent agree 
with the statement, “Adults 75 
and older are seen as less impor-
tant and are more often ignored 
than younger generations.” 

The reality, of course, is differ-
ent. When seniors are asked about 
age, they are more likely to say 
“it’s is just a number” than any 
other generation. Forty per cent of 
those 65 years and older said they 
believe “the best is still to come.”

The Leger study identified 
three common forms of ageism 
that seniors face. These nega-
tive attitudes and harmful ster-
eotypes flow directly from our 
misconceptions about aging.

• Being ignored or treated as 
though they are invisible was 
the most prevalent. Anyone 
who’s over 65 has experienced 
invaliding invisibility in work, 
social or health-care settings.

• Being treated like they have 
nothing to contribute was a com-
mon experience. This form of 
intolerance is not supported by 
the extensive involvement of sen-
iors in Canadian community life.

• Assuming seniors are incom-

petent and cannot think for 
themselves is yet another dehu-
manizing form of prejudice 
experienced by respondents.

Hazel McCallion, the 95-year-
old Sheridan College chancel-
lor and until 2014 mayor of 
Mississauga, understands the 
negative effects of curbing a sen-
ior’s independence, “Society has 
created stereotypes and preju-
dices about older people — mak-
ing assumptions about what sen-
iors want and need, assuming they 
can’t think for themselves, or even 
feeling that they aren’t valued.” 

She points out there’s a big dif-
ference between offering sup-
port and jumping in when it’s 
not appreciated or needed. 
The latter can strip a per-
son of their independence.

Anti-age attitudes are often 
the cause of illegal discrimi-
nation. A troubling two-thirds 
of respondents 65 years of age 
and older told Leger Marketing 
“they had been treated unfairly 
or differently because of their 
age.” This despite the fact the 
Ontario Human Rights Code 
“prohibits age discrimina-
tion in: employment, housing 
accommodation, goods, serv-
ices and facilities, contracts 
and membership in trade and 
vocational associations.” 

Illegal age discrimination is com-
plex and comes in many forms:

• Health-care providers who 
make treatment decisions based 
on a patient’s age rather than on 
the state of their health. One-
third of Canadians say they’ve 
experienced age discrimina-
tion from health-care profes-
sionals. Rather than addressing 
their complaints, serious health 
issues were often dismissed as 
an inevitable part of aging.

• Discrimination in the work-
place when age, rather than expe-
rience and skill, is the decid-
ing factor. Despite federal leg-

islation in 2006 to end man-
datory retirement, the vast 
majority of Canadians still 
believe age discrimination is a 
problem in the workplace.

• Nearly one-third of Canadian 
seniors say they have experi-
enced discrimination from their 
own governments. Most of it 
flows from programs and poli-
cies that don’t take into account 
the needs of older people.

We need to raise public aware-
ness about the extent and nature 
of ageism in Canada and its harm-
ful misconceptions. Aging is an 
individual experience. Making 
generalizations about the abili-
ties and value of older people 
is just as socially damaging as 
doing it about women, Aboriginal 
People, immigrants or mem-
bers of the LGBT community.

Those of us over 65 have to 
speak out when we experience ille-
gal age discrimination. We need 
to use the avenues of recourse 
the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission offers. We have to 
take responsibility for how we are 
treated. We need to vigorously 
resist the outdated ideas about 
aging that are limiting our poten-
tial and contribution to society.

The Supreme Court of Canada 
recently made clear that it is no 
longer acceptable to structure sys-
tems in a way that assumes eve-
ryone is young and then try to 
accommodate those who do not 
fit the assumption. We need to 
press both the public and pri-
vate sectors to respect this rul-
ing and reflect the age diver-
sity that exits in our society.

Hazel McCallion sums it up the 
solution, “It’s time for us all to 
agree that ageism is getting old.” 

— R. Michael Warren is a former 
corporate director, Ontario dep-
uty minister, TTC chief general 
manager and Canada Post CEO. 
r.michael.warren@gmail.com

An ‘ism’ too much tolerated
Ageism is illegal, but 
you’d barely know it by 
the way many seniors 
are treated
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