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BACKGROUND

The Benevolent Society is in the process of
building a national campaign to combat ageism
within Australia. Ageism has been defined as
“discrimination against people based on their age,
and is manifested through negative stereotypes and
perceptions about older adults” (Malta & Doyle 2016).
Ageism is seen to comprise three distinct but related
aspects: attitudes and beliefs, formalised policy and
practices and behavioural discrimination (Malta and
Doyle 2016, Nelson 2016). These aspects result in
negative stereotypes around older people, and create
a barrier which prevents older people contributing
to various community settings to their full potential.
Recent research has shown ageism to be present
in Australia, with ageing predominantly perceived
as a negative concept (Australian Human Rights
Commission 2013). Efforts to change the negative
social norms surrounding ageing and older people,
and redefine perceptions of ageing in Australia, are
therefore required.
Urbis was commissioned by The Benevolent Society
to carry out research to inform the national campaign
for older people, the topline quantitative results of
which are contained within this report.

METHODOLOGY

Defining older Australians.
There is no clear definition of ‘older Australians’,
however, for the purpose of this research ‘older
Australians’ has been defined as those aged 55
years and older.

Data collection
An online community attitudes survey was completed
by a total of n=1,083 respondents, both younger and
older Australians, from a consumer panel. Data was
post-weighted based on age, gender and location to
be reflective of the population in accordance to ABS
2011 census data.
An additional booster sample of 342 Australians
aged 55+ was obtained, and included for analysis of
the experiences of older Australians. Data was again
post-weighted to be reflective of the population aged
55+.

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to test the
relationship between level of contact with people
aged 65+ in various settings, and attitudes towards
ageing, older people and agreement with examples
of age discrimination. For this analysis, level of
contact was grouped into two categories: up to once
every couple of weeks, and once a month or less.
Average level of agreement with various attitudes
and behaviours was ascertained using a ten-point
scale.
The statistical significance level was set at 95%, which
with a sample size of n=1,083 results in a degree
of sampling error of +/- 3 percentage points. That
is, there is a 95% probability (abstracting from nonsampling error) that the percentage results will be
within +/- 3 pp of the results that would have been
obtained if the entire population had responded.

Statistical analysis
Ordinal regressions were used to model the
relationships between respondent’s attitudes towards
ageing, older people and agreement with examples
of age discrimination, and the following respondent
characteristics:
• Age
• Gender
• Whether or not they primarily speak English at
home
• Education level
• Whether they are currently a carer of an older
person
• Whether they work in healthcare.
Age of respondents was included as a covariate in all
regressions.
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SUMMARY OF SURVEY RESULTS

Knowledge of older Australians

Combating ageism

Respondents were asked a series of questions
regarding the experiences and way of life of older
Australians. Over half (55%) correctly identified that
around 30% of Australians aged 55 to 64 years have
experienced discrimination based on their age.
Respondents were less likely to correctly identify the
proportion of Australians aged 65 or over who:

Respondents were most likely to feel that it was the
government’s responsibility to combat ageism (67%
agree).

• rate their health as good or excellent

• in healthcare (selected by 47%)

• do not live in an aged care facility

• in aged care (selected by 33%).

• engage in paid or voluntary work.

Negative associations with older people
and ageing

Respondents were likely to underestimate these
proportions. In addition, most respondents were
unaware that the proportion of Australians aged
65 years or over who receive the age pension
has decreased in the last few years. Respondents
were also unlikely to know that older Australians
experience less psychological distress than younger
Australians

Definition of older people
When asked to define who older people are,
respondents provided a wide range of answers, from
those aged over 40 to those aged over 100. The most
common response was those aged 70 years and
above (22%), followed by those aged 65 and above
(19%).

Importance of ageism
After being told the definition of ageism, the majority
of respondents reported that ageism was moderately
(33%), very (30%) or extremely (17%) important to
them. Slightly under one in ten (9%) reported that
ageism was not at all important
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The areas in which respondents felt it was most
important to combat ageism were:
• in the workplace (selected by 54%)

Respondents were asked their level of agreement
with various negative statements regarding ageing
and older people. Respondents were most likely to
agree with:
• “As you get older, mental and physical deterioration
are inevitable” (59% agree)
• “Older people are set in their ways” (52% agree)
• “Older people need more time to do things” (49%
agree).

Positive associations with older people
and ageing
Respondents were also asked to rate their agreement
with positive statements about ageing and older
people. Respondents showed the high level of
agreement with:
• “Older people have a lot to offer younger people”
(73% agree)
• “Older people have a strong work ethic” (65%
agree)
• “Older people are responsible” (65% agree).

Opinions on the role of older people

Impact of contact with older people

Opinions on the roles of older people in society
and the workforce were mixed. Positive changes
respondents would like to see for older people
included:

Respondents who had more contact with people
aged 65+ in their social, family and work lives were
more likely to agree with positive statements about
ageing and older people, and less likely to agree with
negative statements. For instance, people who had
contact with older people in their family life at least
once a week or more were more likely then those
who had contact once a month or less to agree with
the statements:

• healthy people over 80 should be able to access
travel insurance (72% agree)
• big businesses should improve customer service to
older people (64% agree)
• significant funds should be spent upgrading
public and private places to make them physically
accessible to older people (61% agree).
Many respondents displayed ambivalence regarding
the role of older people in the workforce, and
examples of discrimination against older workers.
Examples included:
• employers should be able to make employees take
on a reduced role at a certain age (30% agree, 44%
neutral)
• employers will get better value out of training
younger than older people (25% agree, 47%
neutral)
• employers should give priority to promoting
younger people (19% agree, 52% neutral)

Experiences of ageism by those aged 65+
Respondents aged 65 plus were asked about their
experiences with various examples of ageism.
Respondents’ most common reported experience
was being told a joke about older people
(experienced by 57%), followed by being talked
down to because of their age (38%). Other reported
experiences included being ignored (37%), and being
turned down for a job because of their age (29%).
Some respondents had been called an insulting
name because of their age (18%) and 14% had been
denied a promotion at work because of their age.

• older people have a lot to offer younger people
• it is a privilege to grow old.
However, results showed that half of all respondents
(50%) said they only had contact with an older people
person in their social life once a month or less, and
over a third (35%) had contact with an older person in
their family life once a month or less.

How our attitudes and behaviours
regarding age change as we get older
As the age of respondents increased, they were less
likely to agree with negative statements regarding
older people and ageing. There were strong negative
relationships between increased age and agreement
with the statements:
• governments give older people a better deal than
younger people
• employers will get better value out of training
younger than older people
• older people are not interested in the outside world
• older people are a drain on the economy.
As the age of respondents increased, they were more
likely to agree with the statements:
• older people have a lot to offer younger people
• healthy people aged 80 or over should be able to
access travel insurance
• older people are productive workers.
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Attitudes towards older people displayed
by different demographic groups
The attitudes towards ageing and older people
varied, depending on whether the respondent:
• was a healthcare worker
• was the carer of an older person
• spoke a language other than English at home
• had a university degree
• was male or female.

A comparison of the responses of
respondents aged over 65 was performed
(65 to 74 years, 75 to 84 years, and 85
plus) to determine any differences across
these age groups. With two exceptions,
no significant differences were found
between those aged 65 to 74 and those
aged 75 to 84 (due to the small sample
of people aged 85 and over, it was
not possible to run tests of statistical
significance for this group).
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KNOWLEDGE OF
OLDER AUSTRALIANS
*

* Box indicates correct answer
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KNOWLEDGE OF OLDER AUSTRALIANS

DEFINITION OF OLDER PEOPLE
When asked to define who older people are, the most common response was those aged 70 years and above
(22%), followed by those aged 65 and above (19%).
Half (50%) of respondents selected a definition of older people that was between 70 years of age and 100
years and above (i.e, the median response was 70 years and above).
Question: In your opinion, older people are those…
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CONTACT WITH OLDER PEOPLE
The most common area of interaction with older people was in respondents’ work life, with 48% of
respondents interacting with older people at least once a week, followed by respondents’ family life, with 47%
of respondents interacting with older people at least once a week. The least common area of interaction was
in respondent’s social life, with 33% of respondents interacting with older people at least once a week.
Question: How often do you have contact with people aged 65 years and older in…
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ATTITUDES ABOUT OLDER PEOPLE
AND GETTING OLDER
NEGATIVE ASSOCIATIONS WITH OLDER PEOPLE
AND AGEING
Respondents were asked their level of agreement regarding various negative statements about growing old
and older people, on a scale of zero to ten. The negative statement most commonly agreed with was “as you
get older, mental and physical deterioration are inevitable” (59% agree).
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NEGATIVE ASSOCIATIONS WITH OLDER PEOPLE
AND AGEING
Respondents were least likely to agree with the statements “I feel awkward around older people” (11%), “older
people are not interested in the outside world” (11%) and “old people are a drain on the economy” (11%).

Respondents rated their level of agreement with various negative statements about growing old and older
people, on a scale of zero to ten. Zero represented strong disagreement, whilst ten represented strong
agreement. Ratings of zero and ten were provided by at least one person for every statement. The highest
mean rating was reported for “as you get older, mental and physical deterioration are inevitable” (6.65 out of
10), followed by “older people are set in their ways (6.49 out of 10).
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POSITIVE ASSOCIATIONS WITH OLDER PEOPLE AND AGEING
Respondents were also asked to rate their agreement with positive statements regarding older people and
growing older. The statement most frequently agreed with was “older people have a lot to offer younger people”
(73%), followed by “older people have a strong work ethic” (65%) and “older people are responsible” (65%).
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POSITIVE ASSOCIATIONS WITH OLDER PEOPLE AND AGEING
Respondents were least likely to agree with the statement “I look forward to growing older” (23%).

Respondents rated their level of agreement with various positive statements about growing old and older
people, on a scale of zero to ten. Zero represented strong disagreement, whilst ten represented strong
agreement. Ratings of zero and ten were provided by at least one person for every statement.
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RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF OLDER PEOPLE
More than half of respondents agreed with the statements:
• It is an individual’s responsibility to set themselves up for old age” (61%), and
• It is a family’s responsibility to look after older relatives (52%).
The overlap could be due to a sense of shared responsibility for ensuring older family members are well set up.
The majority of people agreed that older people have a right to a good life (83%), or deserve a good life (76%).

BEHAVIOURS AND EXPERIENCES
OF AGEISM

TREATMENT OF OLDER PEOPLE IN THE WORK PLACE
Respondents were asked to rate their agreement with statement concerning older people in employment, and
how they should be treated by employers.
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TREATMENT OF OLDER PEOPLE
Respondents were also asked to rate their agreement regarding how older people should be treated by
health or health insurance organisations, businesses, government and the media.

Respondents rated their level of agreement with various statements about the treatment of older people, on a
scale of zero to ten. Zero represented strong disagreement, whilst ten represented strong agreement. Ratings
of zero and ten were provided by at least one person for every statement.
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EXPERIENCES OF AGEISM BY THOSE AGED 65+
People aged 65 years and older were asked about ageism they have faced. Respondents’ most common
reported experience was being told a joke about older people (experienced by 57%), followed by being talked
down to because of their age (38%).

The least common form of ageism experienced by respondents was being denied rental accommodation (2%).
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CHALLENGING AGEISM
IMPORTANCE OF AGEISM
The majority of respondents report that ageism is important issue to them.
Question: Ageism is stereotyping and discrimination against people based on their age. How important an
issue is ageism to you?

Respondents were most likely to feel that it was the government’s job to combat ageism
Question: Who do you think should do something about ageism?
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SETTINGS IN WHICH IT IS MOST IMPORTANT TO COMBAT
AGEISM
Respondents felt it was most important to combat ageism in the workplace (selected by 54%), followed by in
healthcare (47%) and in aged care (33%).
Question: Ageism occurs in a variety of settings. Please select up to three settings in which you think it is most
important for ageism to be combatted.
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IMPACT OF CONTACT
WITH OLDER PEOPLE
CONTACT IN SOCIAL LIFE
The attitudes of respondents who had contact with people aged 65+ in their social life at least every couple
weeks were contrasted with those of respondents who only had contact once a month or less. The average
ratings (out of ten) of agreement with various statements were calculated and contrasted for the two groups.
Respondents who had more contact with people aged 65+ were more likely to agree with positive statements
about ageing and older people, and less likely to agree with negative statements.
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your social life?

The Drivers of Ageism Report 125

CONTACT IN SOCIAL LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your social life?
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CONTACT IN SOCIAL LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your social life?
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CONTACT IN SOCIAL LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your social life?
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CONTACT IN SOCIAL LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your social life?
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CONTACT IN FAMILY LIFE
The attitudes of respondents who had contact with people aged 65+ in their family life were contrasted with
the attitudes of people who had contact only once a month or less. Contact with people aged 65+ within
family life was shown to correspond with higher average levels of agreement with positive statements
regarding ageing and older people, and lower average levels of agreement with negative statements.
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your family life?
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CONTACT IN FAMILY LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your family life?
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CONTACT IN FAMILY LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your family life?

132 The Benevolent Society

CONTACT IN WORK LIFE
As with contact with people aged 65+ in family life and social life, respondents who had higher levels of
contact with people aged 65+ in their work life showed, on average, higher levels of agreement with positive
statements and lower levels of agreement with negative statements about ageing and older people.
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your work life?
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CONTACT IN WORK LIFE
Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements, plus how often do you have
contact with people aged 65+ in your work life?
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HOW OUR ATTITUDES AND
BEHAVIOURS REGARDING AGE
CHANGE AS WE GET OLDER
ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOURS THAT DECREASE WITH AGE
There were negative significant relationships between the age of respondents and many reported attitudes
and behaviours regarding older people and ageing.
The strongest negative relationships were shown to be between increased age and the statements:
• Governments give older people a better deal than younger people
• Employers will get better value out of training younger than older people
• Older people are not interested in the outside world
• Older people are a drain on the economy
Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people:
governments give older people a better deal than younger people.

Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people:
employers will get better value out of training younger than older people.
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ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOURS THAT DECREASE WITH AGE
Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people: older
people are not interested in the outside world.

Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people: older
people are a drain on the economy.
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ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOURS THAT DECREASE WITH AGE
Other negative statements that respondent’s were less likely to agree with if they were older older included:
• Health services should ration the amount of money they spend on keeping very old people alive
• Older people are set in their ways
• Older people are not interested in sex or intimacy
• Older people are unattractive
• Older people struggle with technology
• Older people tend to have poor health
• I associate old age with being a burden on family
• Old age makes me think of death
• As you get older, you lose your independence
• Old age is mainly a time of loss
• Getting older is depressing
• People should expect to have less independence as they get older
Other statements promoting discrimination that respondents were less likely to agree if they were older
included:
• Employers should be able to make employees take on a reduced work role at a certain age
• Employers should give priority to promoting younger people
• People who do not retire at 65 are taking jobs away from younger people
• The way media (e.g. TV, newspapers) presents older people is accurate
Younger respondents were more likely to agree that it was a family’s responsibility to look after family
members as they age.
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THOUGHTS AND ACTIONS THAT INCREASE WITH AGE
There were also positive significant relationships between increasing age and reported attitudes and
behaviours regarding ageing and older people.
The strongest positive relationship between increasing age and certain attitudes were with regard to the
statements:
• Older people have a lot to offer younger people
• Healthy people aged 80 or over should be able to access travel insurance
• Older people are productive workers
• Older people have a strong work ethic
Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people: older
people have a lot to offer younger people.
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ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOURS THAT INCREASE WITH AGE
Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people: healthy
people aged 80 or over should be able to access travel insurance.

Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people: older
people are productive workers.
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ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOURS THAT INCREASE WITH AGE
Question: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about older people: older
people have a strong work ethic.

As respondents increased in age, the were also more likely to agree with positive statements regarding
ageing and older people, including:
• I am relaxed about getting older

• Older people are responsible

• Older people are financially responsible

• Older people have more free time

• Older people are trustworthy

• Older people are more accepting of themselves

• Older people are good leaders

• It is a privilege to grow old

• Older people are wise

• Wisdom comes with age

Older respondents were also more likely to agree with the need for services and support for older people, and
the rights of older people to a good life:
• Big business should improve customer service to
older people

• Everyone has a right to a good life, especially as
they grow older

• Significant funds should be spent on upgrading
public and private places to make them physically
accessible for older people

• Older people deserve a good life because they
have contributed to society

As respondents increased in age, they were more likely to agree that it is an individual’s responsibility to set
themselves up for old life.
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VARIATION IN ATTITUDES AMONG 65+ AGE GROUPS
Comparisons were performed on the attitudes displayed by survey respondents aged:
• 65 to 74 (n=209)

• 85 plus (n=14)

• 75 to 84 (n=164)
The results showed differences between the attitudes and beliefs of these age groups. However, statistical
significance testing could not be performed on these age groups, due to the small sample size of the 85 plus
age group. These results show broad trends.

KNOWLEDGE OF OLDER PEOPLE
Around what proportion of Australians aged 55-64 years do you think have experienced discrimination based
on their age?

Over the past few years, do you think the proportion of Australians aged 65 years and older who receive the
age pension has increased, decreased, or remained the same?
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NEGATIVE ATTITUDES AND ASSOCIATIONS
Old age is mainly a time of loss

Old age makes me think of death

I associate old age with being a burden on family
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NEGATIVE ATTITUDES AND ASSOCIATIONS
Older people tend to have poor health

Older people struggle with technology

Older people are set in their ways
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NEGATIVE ATTITUDES AND ASSOCIATIONS
Older people need more time to do things
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POSITIVE ATTITUDES AND ASSOCIATIONS
I am relaxed about getting older

I look forward to growing older

Older people are responsible
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POSITIVE ATTITUDES AND ASSOCIATIONS
Older people are wise

Older people are good leaders

Older people have a strong work ethic
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POSITIVE ATTITUDES AND ASSOCIATIONS

RESPONSIBILITIES
It is an individual’s responsibility to set themselves up for old age

It’s a family’s responsibility to look after older relatives
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TREATMENT OF OLDER PEOPLE
People who do not retire at 65 are taking jobs away from younger people

Employers should be able to make employees take on a reduced work role at a certain age

Health services should ration the amount of money they spend on keeping very old people alive
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TREATMENT OF OLDER PEOPLE

THOUGHTS AND ACTIONS THAT DO NOT CHANGE WITH AGE
There was no relationship between age and several attitudes including:
• How important ageism is to the respondent
• Older people need more time to do things
• As you get older, mental and physical deterioration are inevitable
• I look forward to growing older
• I enjoy being around older people
As people get older they spend more time with older people in their family and social life, however there is no
relationship between time spent with older people in the workplace and age.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS OLDER
PEOPLE DISPLAYED BY DIFFERENT
DEMOGRAPHIC GROUPS
HEALTHCARE WORKERS
There were significant differences in reported attitudes of people who worked in healthcare, compared to
non-healthcare workers. Healthcare workers were:
• Less likely to agree that older people are financially responsible
• Less likely to agree that older people are responsible
• Less likely to agree that older people are set in their ways
• Less likely to agree that as you grow older you lose your independence
• Less likely to say that they feel awkward around older people
• More likely to agree that they enjoy being around older people
(Number of healthcare workers in sample = 52)

LANGUAGE SPOKEN AT HOME
People who speak a language other than English at home are less likely to agree with:
• Older people are productive workers
• Older people have a strong work ethic
• Older people are unattractive
• Older people are more accepting of themselves
• It is a privilege to grow old
People who speak a language other than English at home are more likely to agree with:
• Employers should be able to make employees take on a reduced work role at a certain age
• Big business should improve costumer service to older people
• Significant funds should be spent on upgrading public and private places to make them physically
accessible to older people
• Governments give older people a better deal than younger people
• Health services should ration the amount of money they spend on keeping very old people alive
(Number if people in sample who speak a language other than English at home = 155)
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CARERS
Carers displayed different attitudes towards older people than people who were not carers.
Carers (both formal and informal) were more likely to agree with the statements:
• Big business should improve costumer service to older people
• Significant funds should be spent on upgrading public and private places to make them physically
accessible for older people
• Older people need more time to do things
Formal carers (but not informal carers) were more likely to agree with the statements:
• The way media portrays older people is accurate
• Older people are trustworthy
• Older people have a strong work ethic
• Older people are good leaders
• Older people struggle with technology
Informal carers (but not formal carers) were more likely to agree with the statements:
• People should expect to have less independence as they get older
• Older people tend to have poor health
• I associate being old with being a burden on family
• As you get older you lose your independence
• Old age is mainly a time of loss
• I look forward to growing older
(Number of formal carers in sample = 39, number of informal carers in sample = 91)
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EDUCATION
Level of education had a significant impact on the attitudes displayed by respondents.
Compared to people who’s highest level of education was high school, people with a bachelor’s degree were
more likely to agree with:
• Older people are a drain on the economy
• Older people are unattractive
Compared to people who’s highest level of education was high school, people with a bachelor’s degree were
less likely to agree with:
• Older people have a lot to offer younger people
• Older people are responsible
• Older people are wise
• Older people are good leaders
• Older people have a strong work ethic
Compared to people who’s highest level of education was high school, people with a diploma/advanced
diploma or bachelor’s degree were more likely to agree with:
• Health services should ration the amount of money they spend on keeping very old people alive
Compared to people who’s highest level of education was high school, people with diplomas / advanced
diplomas are more likely to agree with:
• Older people are more accepting of themselves
Compared to people who’s highest level of education was high school, people with a diploma/advanced
diploma were less likely to agree with:
• Older people tend to have poor health
• Employers will get better value out of training younger people than older people
Compared to people who’s highest level of education was high school, people with a bachelor degree or
graduate diploma / certificate were less likely to agree with:
• Older people struggle with technology
(Number of high school graduates = 278, number of people with undergraduate degrees = 254, number of
people with diplomas/advanced diplomas = 160)
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GENDER
Compared to men, women were more likely to agree with:
• Older people have a lot to offer younger people
• Older people have a strong work ethic
• It is a privilege to grow old
Compared to men, women are less likely to agree with:
• Older people are not interested in the outside world
• Older people are unattractive
• Older people are a drain on the economy
• I am relaxed about getting old
• I feel awkward around older people
(Number of females = 553, males = 529, other = 1)
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MEANS OF PROMOTING
A CAMPAIGN
HOW RESPONDENTS OBTAIN INFORMATION
Question: Please indicate how often you use the following sources to obtain news and information
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MEANS OF CONTACT
Question: How do you prefer to receive information from non-government organisations?

1800 BENSOC, 1800 236 762
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