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Self-advocacy and empowerment: Effective weapons to combat ageism? 
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ageism/  

 

By: Hanna Köttl 

Older people are often stereotypically portrayed as vulnerable when they could be 

powerful drivers for societal change. 

To overcome the erroneous and negative representations of ageing as a social and 

economic burden we need to emphasise the potential of later life and older adults. The 

immense diversity is, in fact, the result of a tremendous variety of experiences, values, 

capabilities, interests and life challenges. Those resources are already shared by older 

adults contributing to society as volunteers, employees or entrepreneurs, mentors, 

informal caregivers, consumers, etc. 

Numerous counter-examples of collective action also prove their crucial roles in 

shaping the political debates: ‘Grannies Against the Right’ fighting racism, sexism, 

antisemitism and fascism in Austria; ‘KlimaSeniorInnen’ in Switzerland raising 

awareness regarding consequences of climate change; ‘Grandmothers against 

poverty and Aids’ in South Africa combatting the stigma and societal challenges related 

to HIV or ‘The Gray Panthers’ in the United States, who tackle ageism at a grassroots 

level, are just a few examples. This activism counteracts ageist notions by reaching a 

wide public audience and influencing political decision-making. As older persons 

themselves, they advocate for social equality and fight for a world for all ages. 
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Yet, we might be cautious in thinking that ageism can be fought merely by empowering 

people while ageist societal structures remain unaltered. The individual’s scope for 

action and decision-making is limited by economic, legal, cultural and discursive power 

relations. 

While empowerment, self-advocacy and intergenerational solidarity provide strong 

support at the individual level, this can only be fully effective, if we as a society also 

provide the appropriate framework conditions for individuals to drive the change they 

want to see. 
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