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COTA National Policy Forum 13 June 2019, in collaboration with 
EveryAGE Counts 

 

9:30-10:00am: Keynote Address: Kirsty Nowlan 

 

Speaking notes (EAC Video to be shown during presentation) 

 

Thank you to Aunty Violet for the Welcome 

Thank you to Ian and COTA for their ongoing leadership of these forums and for agreeing to partner 
with EveryAGE Counts. 

 

In a day focussed on ageism, it’s important that we start with definitions 

• ageism as stereotyping, discrimination and mistreatment based solely upon age.  Ageism 
against older people comes from negative social values, attitudes and beliefs about what it 
means to get older and to be older. 

• We know from research that EAC has done with the Australian public, about ageism, was 
that most people: 

o Haven’t thought about ageism (71%) 

o Think it’s important issue when prompted (72%) 

o Aren’t particularly engaged in doing anything about it (16%) 

• Note the disconnect between the first and second statement, that Australian’s hadn’t 
thought about ageism, but when prompted they then think it is important. 

• Our first task is to make ageism a thing: to begin to label the experiences of discrimination, 
mistreatment and stereotyping as what they are but also to make it real for people, to 
demonstrate the impact that that has on the wellbeing of older people across the country.  

 

• We know what ageism feels like.  For most of us, we are observers in a moment that happens 
to someone else 

o It may be the comment from your friend / wife or mother … ‘does this make me look 
old?’ with just the mere-ist whiff of desperation that suggests they are standing on 
the edge of a cliff 

o Or the first time you take a parent to the doctor – because they are sick, not frail – 
and the doctor talks to you, and not them. 

• Then there are the more invidious symptoms: 

o witnessing the profound, systemic depression that comes with long-term 
unemployment cos you lost your job in your mid 50s and no one told you that you 
had a used by date  

o or the failure to test or treat patients because symptoms are dismissed as old age 
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o And can we just all acknowledge that the systemic abuse of older people in 
institutions has, at its foundation, the sure and steady belief that some lives matter 
less than others? 

• Here’s the thing … these are all examples from my own personal experience.  And I don’t think 
my experience is unique, my experience is a reflection around the room and around the 
country.  But only 71% of Australian’s say they haven’t thought about ageism, because we are 
yet to start naming those things that ‘feel wrong’ as ageism. People know what ageism looks 
like and feels like but haven’t yet been able to link that definition of systemic discrimination 
with the experience that tells us that ageism limits the life expectations and wellbeing of older 
Australians in this country. It is time to call time on this practice. 

• This is fundamentally an othering process.  Us & them.  Running the gamut from well meaning 
(I once heard a State Minister for Ageing talk about ‘our lovely seniors’ like they are some 
lesser species of teddy bear) to dismissive to downright hostile.  

o  Impacts on: confidence, quality of life, job prospects, health, and control over life 
decisions 

• So when my fellow  citizens indicate in word or in deed that they can manage no more than 
polite interest in ageism because there are other, more important things to worry about, I find 
myself increasingly impatient.  This is the last acceptable form of discrimination because we 
are yet to truly understand that it is discrimination.  I require of my country that it can do more 
than walk and chew gum at the same time.  That we can acknowledge and continue to address 
the challenges in the economy, the environment and even other forms of discrimination even 
as we recognise both the rank stupidity of discriminating against your older self and begin to 
imagine a future we embrace and celebrate the extraordinary achievement of longevity.  
Where we can imagine a future where all people are valued regardless of age or functional 
ability 

• Welcome to EveryAGE Counts (plays video) ‘Imagine a world without ageism’: 
https://youtu.be/Hs28FgRxqt0  

 

What is the EveryAGE Counts Campaign? 

• A coalition of organisations and individuals committed to challenging and dismantling ageism 
across our communities; in our businesses, services and institutions; in policy and politics and 
within our hearts and minds. We want to change social norms across the country. 

• We do not, however, come with answers.  This is necessarily and inevitably a question of co-
creation.  We need to work with both older people, younger people to think together about 
the kind of society we want. 

• We are doing this over a 10-15 year timeframe; raising awareness; influencing attitude and 
behaviour change; mobilising people to take action; and bringing change to policy and practice 
across all aspects of our economy and society.  This is ultimately about building a movement. 

 

Why did The Benevolent Society take a lead on bringing together a coalition of organisations and 
individuals to challenge ageism? 

• As Australia’s oldest charity we’ve been involved in significant reforms.  When I started: I was 
told our President had led the campaign for the creation of the world’s first old age pension.   

• Strategy: every time we looked at the question of what we could do to improve the wellbeing 
of older Australians we saw ageism as the underlying issue.  But we can’t do anything by 

https://youtu.be/Hs28FgRxqt0
https://youtu.be/Hs28FgRxqt0
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ourselves.  We knew we were going to need a range of friends.  Many of whom are in the room 
today. 

 

Why has the campaign emerged now? 

• Because the older people have stolen all the wealth and are hording it away from younger 
generations.  No … that kind of narrative is why we need it.  This ridiculous argument that 
makes individuals responsible for structural changes in the economy, while denying the ways 
that they have contributed to national prosperity and increased wellbeing.  It also poses an 
unhelpful, inaccurate and unproductive zero sum game in home ownership, access to 
employment, access to healthcare, access to income support 

• We know how this conversation usually starts: with a picture of changed demographics and a 
discussion of the ‘problem’ of the ageing society.   

• Second point: we need to think about how we construct this debate.  When we start with ‘the 
problem’ of demography we are inevitably on the defensive against a narrative that constructs 
ageing and older people as the subject of decay, decline and burden.  Not only is that an 
inaccurate reflection of the much broader experience of getting older, it also reduces the 
questions to one section of the Federal Budget.   

• The alternative way to have the conversation: how do we take advantage of living longer, 
healthier lives?  Places the focus on wellbeing and is more consistent with our national values.   

• At least one element of the demographics are with us.  In Australia and many parts of the 
developed world, a cohort entering a longer mid-life and  older age with more formal 
education, cultural assertiveness and higher expectations of later life than ever before, and 
willing to take action against age discrimination 

 

 

 

What did the Drivers of Ageism research find? 

• The Drivers of Ageism is foundation research commissioned by The Benevolent Society in 2016, 
which incorporated quantitative and qualitative research and a literature review.   

• The key findings were: 

o 79% of people care about ageism, and many have experienced it 

o Survey participants identified four key settings in which it is important to address 
ageism: the workplace (54%); healthcare (47%); aged care (33%); and families and 
communities (31%) 

o People lack awareness of the positive aspects of older people’s lives and tend to 
overestimate the negative aspects such as poor health, financial concerns and 
dependency 

o People have mixed attitudes to getting older and towards older Australians, with the 
fear of cognitive decline greater than the fear of physical ill health 

o Personal connection with older people was a strong indicator of more positive 
perceptions and attitudes towards ageing and older age 
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What’s policy got to do with it? 

• Third point … we need to engage in the hard work of articulating what comes next.  Policy 
conversations about older people have been captured by a subset of people who need care.  

• It is arguable whether we need norms to shift to move policy or policy change to shift norms 
(think of superannuation or disability) Lacuna within our national conversation 
(intergenerational reports) 

• We have to change the narrative: 

o It’s me and we not us and them (micro linguistic choices) 

o Disrupt the inevitability narrative … we can do more 

▪ When we talk about ageing … place it in its social context, reveal the ways in 
which processes aren’t private, but are about contextual – social policy - 
choices.  Access to nutrition, healthcare, education, income security, family 
and housing policy.  And be attentive to the ways that ageing can exacerbate 
other pre-existing forms of inequality. 

o This is fundamentally about imagining a different world 

▪ Shout it from the rooftops that ageing is a dynamic and diverse process 
where we grow and learn that enables us to contribute in new and different 
ways across different points in the lifecycle 

▪ Tell the stories about the fabulous extension of middle age and what we get 
to do with it. And simultaneously explore what it means to live a good life if 
they are frail. 

• Margaret Mead quote: “never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can 
change the world.  It’s the only thing that ever has.” 


