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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the evolving narratives of aging and their impact on how later life is perceived,
experienced, and represented across historical, cultural, psychological, and technological domains. It
critiques dominant discourses that often associate aging with decline, dependency, and invisibility, while
highlighting the emergence of counter-narratives that emphasize agency, growth, continuity, and identity
in later life. Through interdisciplinary insights from gerontology, psychology, media studies, and social
policy, this paper examines how older adults construct and reconstruct their life stories, navigate
intergenerational dynamics, and engage with modern technologies. It further considers the implications
of narrative foreclosure, ageism, and socio-economic inequalities on the aging experience. The research
underscores the potential of narrative frameworks to reshape public perceptions, inform inclusive
policymaking, and foster a more empowering and holistic understanding of aging as a socially embedded
and culturally diverse process.

Keywords: Aging narratives, narrative gerontology, identity in old age, counter-narratives, cultural
representations, intergenerational relationships.

INTRODUCTION

Your life is shaped by the stories you tell and those told about you. Narratives evolve through who,
where, when, and how theyre conveyed. This flexibility allows for counter-narratives, challenging
dominant stories about individuals or groups. Storytelling can be therapeutic, enabling self-
reconstruction through reflection. Older adults often have intricate narratives drawing from their past,
current stories about them, and future possibilities. This multiplicity opens up diverse meanings of aging.
Narrative foreclosure occurs when individuals limit their engagement with alternative stories, often
resulting from negative perceptions about aging. Research often favors narratives of high-functioning
older adults, overlooking those with significant declines. Counter-narratives offer hope beyond current
hardships, especially when aligned with institutional narratives that project positive views of aging.
However, dominant decline narratives can hinder these alternatives. Scholars have extensively
investigated late life narratives but frequently frame them within ideas of decline and loss. The narratives
from different societal groups also yield non-dominant aging perspectives that remain underexplored.
Four counter-narrative themes emerged, defining aging in various contexts: (1) a distinct life phase, (2) a
mix of decline and stability, (8) flexible definitions, and (4) continuity features in late life. Narrative
resources ranged from decline stories to continuity based on the narrator’s age, sex, perceived decline,
health, and interests, emphasizing audience engagement's role in narrative construction ['1, 27].
Historical Perspectives on Aging

Prior to the twentieth century, large elderly populations were (and in many areas continue to be) viewed
negatively, primarily due to attitudes towards older adults as a social burden and accusations of lagging
behind in economic productivity. Accordingly, most countries put in place policies aimed at inhibiting
population ageing. Predictions of economic calamity due to ballooning pension costs were shoehorned
into the cross-national debate, further fuelling resentment against older populations. To stem ageist
trends, the World Health Organization and AARP respectively called for a rethink of aging in early 2021
and late 2022. Demonstrably, older adults are now multiple-fold more likely to be framed substantively
positively than substantively negatively over the last two years. An analysis of an empirical collection of
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images since 1800 from print media and popular culture in 2020 revealed several decades’ worth of
substantively negative and stereotypical depictions of older adults. Framed variably as olds, elders, oldies,
rimers and grannies, older adults were always cast as demographic, economic or political burdens, disease
predators and correspondent doom-mongers, or any combination thereof. Most egregiously, older adults
were caricatured as fools and crazies, or denigrated in ageist “jokes,” “pranks” and skits. While claim-
mocked pictorial depictions of older adults plummeted in frequency, similar representations in visual,
especially moving-image, media persist. Prudently, building on recent perceptual and practical surpluses,
a nuanced but sustained and international concerted effort in reframing older adults” involvement,
impacts and images is called for. Urban planners, policy-makers, educators, lifescience advocate and news-
related media organisations are urged to ensure the moral receding of ageist sentiments through
reinvigorated, bifurcated knowledge transfer initiative 3, 4.
Cultural Representations of Older Adults

As the population ages, the portrayal of older adults in various forms of communication is under scrutiny.
Although it is acknowledged that older adults are depicted negatively in many instances, a comprehensive
examination of trends in these depictions as media types evolve has yet to be conducted. Thus, it is of
paramount importance to ask what frames of older adults are prominent currently, whether these frames
are unique to specific media formats, how these frames have changed over time, and whether their
prevalence is driven by changes in the nature of the media output or the broader context around the
public discourse on aging. Newspaper articles and Hollywood box office films from over the past 200
years will be examined. The results show that representations of older adults have become richer, more
nuanced, and less associated with negative stereotypes. In light of the aging of populations worldwide,
narratives of aging have appeared in a growing number of films. These narratives can be placed on a
continuum, with the healthy growth of older adulthood on one end and the growth of a more negative
nature on the other. The distinction between the growth of old age as decline and loss in culture and the
kind of growth that is the unfolding of opportunities for new learning and creativity is presented. The
characteristics of stories that are truer to the complexities of later life and promote a more positive view
of old age are identified. This overview of narratives of aging often represented in major motion pictures
closes with suggestions for gerontologists as storytellers [5, 6.

The Psychology of Aging
Traditional psychological theories, which have been developed primarily for younger adults, continue to
dominate the field despite ongoing efforts that have sought to discredit the biological paradigm that often
accompanies them. Age-ism, a widespread and deeply ingrained issue, is pervasive in various facets of life,
leading to both academic and societal devaluation of older age individuals. This situation reflects a
complex interplay between social transformations and enduring factors that have historically
marginalized the voices of older adults. The prevailing notion of the "golden years" fosters a kind of
superficial positivity that glosses over the deeper negative assumptions about aging. These assumptions
play a significant role in perpetuating the devaluation, disfranchisement, and overall invisibility of older
individuals within our communities. In response to these challenges, the life-span paradigm has emerged
as a crucial framework for studying aging. It seeks to actively address age-ism and delve into the shifting
dynamics of risk factors associated with aging, all while focusing on the important task of understanding
and preserving personhood throughout the aging process. There has been a marked increase in societal
awareness regarding the contemporary experiences of aging individuals. This heightened awareness
raises pertinent questions about the optimal rediscovery of older adults in our society, emphasizing the
pressing demand for clear guiding principles when it comes to resource utilization and support for this
demographic. Each distinct phase of personal growth, ranging from childhood through adulthood, is
characterized by its own set of unique challenges and opportunities that shape individuals' experiences.
The later years of life, particularly within the age range of 60 to 70, are often scrutinized for their
potential contributions, as they are seen as a canvas upon which a rich array of experiences can paint a
deeper understanding of life's journey. A variety of efforts are underway, aiming to restore the ideal of
beauty in aging, thereby countering societal tendencies that seek to deny the reality of old age or to
manage the perception of decay in an impractical manner [7, 87].

Social Impacts of Aging
The meanings of aging have been transformed in an era in which health expectancy in later life has
increased across most countries. It is increasingly common for people to regard growing old as a time for
new experiences, challenges and opportunities, redressing a life spent in work and income generation. But
this “new” narrative of aging is as prone to closure, rewriting and disqualification as that it has taken over
from. Despite the widely-held view of later life as a “golden age”, it has become clear that retirement is
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not a time apart from the rest of life; and it brings with it the same inequalities of experience, belief and
opportunity as characterized the “old” narrative of aging. The main focus of the contribution is on the
ways in which the new narrative of aging has been appropriated, re-shaped or rendered impotent in the
modern world. The analysis may center on the discursive struggle over the meanings of aging, fending off
the threats of marginalization implied by the resurgence of the old narrative; but it must also recognize
that the meanings of aging are not only matters of contention, but also experiences of living, felt and
intimately known. Analysis of social change must be combined with examinations of meaning and
discourse if it is to offer an understanding of the conditions which shape life itself. The growth of the
organization of the aged, whether community based or state sponsored, has been understood in these
terms. If they have not been solutions, they were at least seen as institutions likely to contain, rather than
directly challenge, the unpredictability of the new aged. Their failure to meet the demands of growth aged
is neither surprising nor without precedent elsewhere. Modernization processes produced a widely-shared
impoverishment, which provided both motives for and justifications of the production of organizations
directed towards welfare. Many still cling to hopes that these organizations, if only extended in scope,
will become the solution to disaffection with the aged. This belief system, with its cheapened promises, is
itself questionable [9, 107].

Health And Wellness in Later Life
The prevalence of physical inactivity in older adults is a concern for individuals and society alike, as it is
the most widely prevalent and modifiable behaviours associated with beneficial health outcomes in later
life. However, there is a lack of understanding around the narratives that older people construct
regarding decisions to uptake and adhere to an exercise intervention. This study explored older adults’
narratives of activity and inactivity with regard to their uptake of a community strength and balance
exercise programme. A thematic analysis of four focus groups revealed emergent stories that highlighted
the importance of framing this health behaviour change in a positive way. The findings suggest that both
the ‘new life’ and ‘delay the inevitable’ narratives are ‘success stories” about older people’s engagement
with exercise, supporting the need to encourage awareness of multiple narratives. Those working with
older adults to facilitate behaviour change should acknowledge the potential discomfort from enhanced
sense of responsibility for health. Older adults are often perceived as unworthy recipients of health
interventions, or unable to benefit or understand, yet this study demonstrated that older adults do
construct narratives that portray positive experiences with exercise interventions. Although the stories
themselves differed, they both depicted ‘success” in an engagement with an exercise intervention. There
was a portrayal of struggle, with ‘inactivity’ or inability to exercise earlier framing the subsequent
‘uplifting’ experiences in a positive way. Recognizing the framing mechanism at play may help
practitioners engage older adults with exercise interventions more effectively. It was noteworthy that the
stories presented went beyond ‘engagement’ to highlight the notion of change. This parallels the earlier
theory of the importance of stories in providing meaning in later life. Knowledge of the significance of
narrative in later life could further inform practitioners in reaching this oft-perceived disengaged group of
participants, with consequences for social policy decisions related to health inequalities amongst this age
group [11, 127].
Technology And Aging
From a “Smart” to “Conscientious” Ageing Perspective, the range of technologies for older adults is
challenged from two angles: the end-users (older adults) face a “digital divide” due to varying ICT usage
capabilities, while developers are scrutinizing seniors-centric products based on technology accessibility.
To enhance “competent enacting” in older users, a new development cycle for interaction technologies is
proposed, which aims to improve cognitive interaction abilities. This dual challenge means that older
adults can gain the necessary skills to use current products, while technologists are encouraged to create
novel facilitators, particularly Al-driven “hovering” products. These shifts could significantly alter the
market landscape. Digital technology's positive impacts on older adults are clear, as it helps manage
health and frailty, re-establish social ties, engage in community connections, and foster friendships.
Notably, older adults have increasingly adopted smartphones and video calls in developed nations,
whereas FFacebook and email are more prevalent in less developed contexts. This pattern reflects a
broader integration of sociocultural aspects and technology rather than viewing them in isolation [13,
147].
Economic Factors in Aging

Research on aging often focuses on biological, psychological, or social factors, but cultural factors are
equally important. Cultural gerontologies should study aging in relation to culture. In particular, the
cultural factors that shape the context and content of narratives of aging should be examined. Provides a
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rudimentary framework to prompt research into a variety of cultural factors operating in different
cultures that shape aging and narratives of aging. Narrative gerontology is a new and developing
approach to the study of aging and older people. A narrative approach to gerontology was introduced in
the 1990s. This approach builds on established work in the fields of narrative research or narrative
analysis, mainly in the context of the oral histories movement. The recent growth of qualitative and
interpretive methodologies in research on aging supports this approach. The broad aim of narrative
gerontology is to understand older people’s narratives of their lives and aging(s). This is supported by a
growing body of research in this area. Aging is a social process far broader than the biological process of
growing old. It includes society’s construction of older people(s). Aging involves the formation of
categories of age and, crucially, the construction of narratives of old age and aging in both dominant and
counter forms. These narratives are produced, reproduced, and transformed through social processes and
relationships. They shape how old age is understood and experienced and influence the policies that affect
older people. Narratives of aging take many forms, including myths, stories, poems, and visual imagery.
They can be found in a wide range of sources and can be both ‘top down,” rolled out by hegemonic forces,
or ‘bottom-up,” constructed by older people [15, 167.

Aging and Identity
The importance of exploring identity in those over 95 years old is underscored by their growing
population. In the UK, 12 million are over 65, with those aged 85 and older being the fastest-growing
group. Delayed mortality means more people expect to live to 100, presenting new challenges for
individuals and society. This demographic shift raises questions about constructing identity in old age,
where rich life experiences may feel disconnected from modern society. Understanding "lived
experiences" of aging helps individuals navigate identity maintenance amidst bodily decline. Societal
stigmatisation and media portrayals often focus on decline, disease, and irrelevance, overshadowing the
unique identities of those over 95. Personal life stories reveal ongoing identity construction influenced by
individual backgrounds and cultural contexts. Age identities are crafted into narratives, highlighting
social role changes and self-perception through the lens of past ages. The concept of dependence is often
seen as a loss of social status, leading to a confrontation with societal timelines. Aging disrupts one's
sense of self, posing threats to intrinsic identity. However, it is crucial to explore how these individuals
negotiate self-identity in the face of such disruption and the strategies they employ to confront aging
challenges [17, 187].

Intergenerational Relationships
Intergenerational relationships involve interactions between different generations, helping to reduce
loneliness and improve mental health for all. Research indicates that these relationships are crucial for
older adults' well-being by mitigating feelings of isolation. Many older adults actively care for family
members to remain socially engaged, though being connected to family does not automatically prevent
loneliness. The distinction between connection and relationship is vital, as older adults may still feel
isolated despite familial ties. The current societal pace often leads younger generations to prioritize
personal responsibilities over caregiving for older adults, complicating intergenerational dynamics.
Effective aging relies on both supportive relationships and favorable conditions. In countries like
Denmark and China, maintaining family ties is essential for older adults’ happiness. Studies show that
family factors, such as education and perceived support, significantly influence their well-being. Filial
piety enhances well-being and decreases loneliness, fostering social support and mood improvement. A
supportive family cultivates intergenerational reciprocity, with younger generations providing both
material and social support, reinforcing positive outcomes for older individuals [19, 207.
Narrative Therapy and Aging

Stories shape individuals' self-understanding, relationships, and their connection to institutions and the
world. Beyond personal narratives, societal stories like historical accounts and myths provide coherence
to our understanding of existence. These narratives make sense of the past, influencing present and future
experiences but in distinctive ways. The processes of storytelling, listening, and analyzing texts are vital
for understanding how identities and relationships are constructed, both personally and publicly.
Narrative inquiries are particularly relevant in the context of aging as individuals transition into new life
phases. Every society holds master narratives that encompass human phenomena, which narrative
scholars and therapists explore to reveal collective accounts about various subjects. These narratives can
vary widely, from local incidents to universal themes influencing cultures and religions. Master narratives
legitimize certain stories while marginalizing others, impacting identity construction and everyday life
navigation. They shape societal responses to significant life events such as birth, marriage, and death,
thereby influencing personal narratives and counter-stories. In any culture, master narratives dictate the
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social meanings that regulate identities and relationships. For instance, narratives about aging dictate
how society perceives and interacts with older individuals, influencing their self-perception. The gaps and
contradictions within master narratives give rise to counter-stories, which may challenge dominant
narratives or provide alternative perspectives. These counter-stories can contest prevailing truths,
present different viewpoints, or emphasize alternate experiences, enriching the discourse around lived
experiences [21, 227].

Policy and Aging
The second half of the twentieth century witnessed the rise of discourses on an ageing population and
older people. In many westernised countries, policy-debates became increasingly dominated by the
question of how to manage, cope with, or take advantage of ‘the age-shift’ in society. Perceptions began to
emerge on the social, political, and economic significance of this demographic trend. Many discourses self-
evidently repeated a theme of resource-scarcity; or, from a very different viewpoint, that of the academic-
inquiry into the experience of later life. In recent years, institutional practitioners have become
increasingly aware of the need for a change in how older people are represented in society. Older people
are unexpectedly portrayed as a potential asset to the economy rather than a threat. Institutions adopt a
‘social marketing’ approach to instil risk-full images of ageing for older people. This chapter examines
how these dramatic shifts in representations of older people are differently shaped, negotiated, and
adopted between large domestic and transnational brokerage institutions. It focuses on the framed images
of older people generated by institutional practices surrounding the ‘age-shift’. Previously, older people
were portrayed as victims of circumstances destined to deteriorating corporeality. Nowadays, however,
the focus has shifted from the shaping of a reified understanding-of-self to an understanding-of-self-in-
relationship. Unequal socio-economic dispositions shape the agentic capacity of broker-organisation
actors to fulfil their organisational and societal obligations on these older people. These agents then
mobilise these images to forge coalitions and negotiate alliances amongst multiple institutional actors to
approximate institutional logics. The inclusion of the agency of older people to reverse the concept of a
fallible other to a coveted subject is a new and exciting area for qualitative ethnographic research. It
provides a space for understanding both the possibilities and the obstacles in reframing the depiction of
older people by empowering their agency [23, 24].
Community Engagement and Aging
The post-war baby boom has created a cohort of people born between 1946 and 1964 that, as of 2011, is
estimated at over 77 million. This unprecedented number will significantly impact social structures,
politics, and education strategies. The challenge is not just the numbers, however; this cohort is also
different from previous generations. For example, turning 65 years old no longer means retiring and
going to a nursing home. The current cohort of retirees is healthier and wealthier than their parents and
grandparents and wants to continue contributing long into their 80s and 90s. Many will want to ski,
travel, garden, volunteer, and pursue interests they didn’t have time for earlier. The aging population as a
group is changing just as dramatically as individuals are changing. By 2050, the number of older adults
age 65 and up will more than double, from 37 million (12% of the population) to 80 million (20%). Each of
these older adults would have been born between the years of 1946 and 1964. Each has a story to tell of
where they have been, what they have achieved, and the hurdles and difficulties faced. Each has a past, a
present, and a future. Each has plans about what they would like to do with their retirement years.
Retirement is a grey area, but it can also be a time of freedom that the retiree has never experienced
before. Maybe they want to travel to Paris, write a book, learn to ride a motorcycle, dance the tango, or
volunteer at the local animal shelter. Maybe they want to take up a sport they enjoyed previously or try a
new hobby. There is no shortage of activities they may want to try. The question remains: will they get
the chance? [25, 267].
The Role of Caregivers

In 2015, the National Alliance for Caregiving and AARP estimated over 34 million adults in the U.S.
provide unpaid care to someone aged 18 or older, primarily for health issues or disabilities. Most
caregivers (83%) care for relatives and spend around 24 hours a week on this role. Many report
significant life changes due to caregiving, feeling they have less time for themselves and experiencing
emotional and physical stress. As life expectancy increases, the number of caregivers will rise,
necessitating research into caregiving experiences. Studies indicate women shoulder most caregiving
responsibilities, particularly in traditional heterosexual families, where they provide more hours than
men. However, many caregivers feel the true burden isn't fully captured. Interviews reveal caregiving is
not purely physical labor; it's often driven by love and commitment. This article discusses family care
across life stages, the influence of technology on caregiving, and insights into the perspectives of older

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited

Page | 41


https://rijournals.com/research-in-education/

https://rijournals.com/research-in-education/
adults. By mid-century, there will likely be a significant number of individuals over 85, a group that poses
considerable healthcare needs and costs. Older adults often cherish caregiving arrangements involving
family members and, in the early stages of their own health challenges, expect ongoing family support,
though they anticipate an escalation in their care requirements, diminishing their satisfaction. Family
caregiving dynamics are complicated by ageism, expectations, and disparities, with individuals focusing
on managing care responsibilities, obligations, gratitude, and familial barriers [27, 287.

Aging In Place Vs. Assisted Living
Growing older can radically challenge one’s cinematic vision of a golden future, one filled with tranquil
hours euphemistically hawked as “quality time.” Encounters with aging and disability churn into
competing narratives that radically alter one’s constructed identity(ies) in ways ultimately beyond their
own control. For many, the old hopes and plans evaporate like morning fog, revealing anew the much
poorer realities of the here and now. Yet, even with the jaws of time slowly making their marks, videos of
lives and desires come back to re-settle the consumer self within elder bodies as cameras’ memories and
artifacts shift. This is the time to bring focus back to backdrop and empty spaces in memory that can too
easily be filled with loss, failure, frustration, etc. Confronting and accepting late-life predicaments can
bring to surface harder to face, yet unavoidable, questions. Aging images inherited from the wider culture
haunt in anxiety-producing ways from grotesque caricatures of redundancy or when bodies most socially
unfit just drop dead. Humanistic scholars have long pointed out the dehumanization of the aged in the
modern world. Yet, is there something more fundamentally important in there? The point is not so much
greater consumer autonomy but living. What do the forms of living available do to the lived self, to
bodily moves, perceptual horizons, senses and motions in relation to the social? What currents and
transformations do the changing contexts produce in lived beingness? The aging/moving stories of
others illuminate blind spots and define lines of a counter-possibility to a preordained descent into
indifferent, submerged, objecthood [29, 307.

CONCLUSION

The multifaceted narratives of aging challenge simplistic, decline-oriented portrayals and call for a
deeper, more inclusive understanding of later life. As older adults increasingly live longer, healthier, and
more active lives, it becomes imperative to reconstruct the dominant cultural and social scripts
surrounding aging. By exploring historical stigmatizations, contemporary media depictions,
psychological theories, and evolving intergenerational ties, this paper reveals the narrative richness and
complexity embedded in the aging experience. Promoting alternative and positive aging narratives—
grounded in agency, continuity, identity, and resilience—not only counters ageist ideologies but also
affirms the social and cultural value of older adults. Through this reframing, aging can be repositioned
not as a period of loss, but as a dynamic life stage full of potential for growth, meaning-making, and
intergenerational exchange.
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