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Abstract
The COVID-19 crisis has sparked a resurgence of schol-
arly interest in the issue of ageism. Whether the outbreak
thwarts or facilitates efforts to combat ageism hinges upon
public sentiments toward the older demographic. This
study aims to explore discourse surrounding older adults by
analyzing 183,179 related tweets posted during the COVID-
19 pandemic from February to December 2020. Overall,
sentiments toward older adults became significantly less
negative over time, being the least negative in April,
August, and October, though the score remained below the
neutral value throughout the 11 months. Our topic mod-
elling analysis generated four themes: “TheNeed to Protect
Older Adults” (41%), “Vulnerability and Mortality” (36%),
“Failure of Political Leadership” (12%), and “Resilience”
(11%). These findings indicate nascent support for older
adults, though attempts to show solidaritymaywell worsen
benevolent ageism.

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 crisis has sparked a resurgence of scholarly interest in the perennial issue of
ageism—a form of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination on the basis of age (World Health
Organization, 2021a). Globally, one in two people exhibits ageist attitudes toward older adults
(World Health Organization, 2021b). On top of affecting one’s health (B. Levy, 2009), ageism
imposes a major financial burden on society. Negative age stereotypes and self-perceptions of
aging account for US$63 billion worth of healthcare costs annually (B. R. Levy et al., 2020). Mean-
while, discrimination against older persons in the workplace cost the US economy a whopping
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$850 billion in 2018 (AARP, 2020). Whether the outbreak thwarts or facilitates efforts to combat
ageism hinges upon existing public sentiments toward the older demographic. Accordingly, this
study aims to explore discourse surrounding older adults by analyzing tweets posted during the
COVID-19 pandemic from February to December 2020.
Research on age stereotypes argues that evaluations of older persons are complex and mul-

tidimensional (Brewer et al., 1981; Hummert, 1990; Hummert et al., 1994; Schmidt & Boland,
1986; Spaccatini et al., 2022). Specifically, the social category of the older person is a superor-
dinate one that encompasses numerous subcategories, some of which are positive and others
negative (Brewer et al., 1981; Hummert, 1990; Hummert et al., 1994; Schmidt & Boland, 1986;
Sutter et al., 2022). Examples of negative subcategories include the “severely impaired” and the
“shrew/curmudgeon,” while positive ones include the “perfect grandmother” and the “John
Wayne conservative” (Brewer et al., 1981; Hummert, 1990; Hummert et al., 1994; Schmidt &
Boland, 1986). As outlined by the communication predicament of agingmodel, even as one stereo-
types an older person both positively and negatively, negative stereotypes tend to predominate, in
turn affecting the dynamics of an intergenerational encounter (Ryan et al., 1995). For instance,
the activation of negative stereotypes may cause one to speak to an older adult in a patronizing
manner, subsequently setting in motion a negative feedback cycle with unfavorable outcomes for
the older adult (Ryan et al., 1995).
Various studies have examined the themes of online discourse on older persons during the

pandemic. Jimenez-Sotomayor et al. (2020) looked at tweets posted over a 10-day period inMarch
2020, while Xiang et al. (2021) analyzed tweets uploaded from January 2020 to April 2020. Both
studies drew attention to the prevalence of explicitly ageist rhetoric on Twitter at the beginning of
the outbreak. The belief that older adults were more vulnerable led many to downplay its severity
and even engendered the spread of the invidious hashtag #BoomerRemover. Two other studies
dissected content accompanying the hashtag #BoomerRemover during the months of March and
April 2020 (Sipocz et al., 2021; Skipper & Rose, 2021). These analyses found clear evidence of
ageism and intergenerational animosity in the tweets sampled, though Sipocz et al. (2021) also
discovered signs of intergenerational unity in their dataset. Although these four studies have been
instrumental in highlighting the reality of ageism on social media, they remain limited in two key
aspects.
First, previous studies collected data using only age-based queries—terms related to older

adults—and the #BoomerRemover hashtag. Findings therefore dwelled largely on the prevalence
of negative age stereotypes andhostile ageismduring the outbreak. To gain amore nuancedunder-
standing of how older adults are portrayed as well as to capture the complexities of ageism, our
study broadens the search query by including terms related to older adults as well as a major sub-
category: grandparents. Not only are grandparents viewed more positively than older adults in
general (Hoogland & Hoogland, 2018; Newsham et al., 2020b; Ng & Indran, 2022a, 2022c), there
have also been pleas during the pandemic to protect grandparents through the use of hashtags
such as #NoHugsForGrandma and #StayHomeForGrandma (Ellerich-Groppe et al., 2020).
Second, prior studies regarding online narratives on older persons during the pandemic were

conducted during its early phase—from January to April 2020—and each over a short period.
In contrast, our study analyzes narratives surrounding older adults on Twitter over an exten-
sive period of 11 months, from February to December 2020. Much has changed since the onset
of the COVID-19 crisis. For example, it was toward the end of March 2020 that most countries
instituted either a partial or full lockdown (Dunford et al., 2020). The closure of schools andwork-
places meant that many parents had to juggle working remotely with looking after their children
(Thomas, 2020). Grandparents became less viable as a childcare option due to safe distancing
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efforts to limit their exposure to the virus, hence prompting a renewed sense of appreciation for
them (Ng & Indran, 2022a). Furthermore, 2020 was the year that COVID-19 vaccines were being
developed and that certain countries began vaccination campaigns (Mandavilli, 2020). It was also
during this time that there were calls to include more older adults in vaccine clinical trials and to
prioritize them in the rollout of vaccines (Morrow-Howell, 2020).
Importantly, even as the pandemic amplified ageism, it provoked widespread reflections and

insights, not least among which is the long-overdue acknowledgment that society has failed the
older community (Henning, 2020; Mills, 2021). Within the healthcare setting, older adults’ lives
have been imperiled by the age-based rationing of resources—a disquieting practice that many
have criticized as being suggestive of older adults as an expendable group (Fraser et al., 2020).
Governments across the globe have also come under fire for what has been deemed a flagrant
mismanagement of the COVID-19 situation (Ng et al., 2021b; Ng & Tan, 2021b). Nursing homes
in various countries have emerged as hotbeds of infections as a result of policies which failed to
prioritize the care of older adults (Amnesty International, 2020; Fallon et al., 2020). As of February
2021, nursing homes in the United States make up approximately 1.2 million COVID-19 infections
and 147,000 deaths (Kosar et al., 2021).
There have also been shows of intergenerational solidarity throughout the crisis. Initiatives

such as pen pal programs have been implemented to mitigate the negative consequences of lock-
downs on the well-being of older people (Monahan et al., 2020). In addition, measures have
been developed with the specific aim of protecting this group from possible exposure to the virus
(Ellerich-Groppe et al., 2020). For instance, in an endeavor to provide older adults with a safe
shopping environment, many retailers have granted them designated shopping hours (Monahan
et al., 2020). Although well-intentioned, gerontologists caution that such initiatives may act as a
catalyst for benevolent ageism—a subtle form of ageism marked by feelings of pity and overac-
commodative behavior (Apriceno et al., 2020; Cary et al., 2017; Lytle et al., 2020). Nonetheless,
in view of the support that has been given to older adults during the crisis, we hypothesize that
sentiments toward them have become less negative over time (Hypothesis 1).
Several reasons make Twitter a compelling platform for this study. First, the micro-blogging

application witnessed a record number of users during the pandemic (Rojas, 2020), rendering it a
powerful gauge of public sentiment, and in turn both implicit and explicit biases. Second, unlike
surveys which tend to be time-consuming and costly, Twitter serves as an invaluable source of
data for drawing real-time insights, which is particularly critical given the rapidly evolving pan-
demic and pandemic-related discourse (Valdez et al., 2020). Third, although usage of Twitter has
increased among older people, the Twitter user base continues to skew toward the young (Pew
Research Center, 2021). According to stereotype embodiment theory, age stereotypes are inter-
nalized throughout one’s life span, eventually becoming self-definitions that predict health and
well-being in later life (B. Levy, 2009). When assimilated, negative stereotypes may reduce an
older adult’s sense of self-efficacy, increase the risk of depression and affect both the immune
and cardiovascular system (Auman et al., 2005; B. Levy, 2009; B. R. Levy et al., 2000, 2002). Con-
versely, positive self-perceptions of aging are linked to improved functional health, well-being and
longevity (B. Levy, 2009; B. R. Levy et al., 2000, 2002). Evidence also shows that younger individ-
uals who hold more negative age stereotypes are more likely to experience a cardiovascular event
in later life than those with positive age stereotypes (B. R. Levy et al., 2009). It is thus important
to study the types of narratives advanced and internalized by members of the Twitter community.
Our study is significant in the following regards. Conceptually, we contribute to literature on

how older people are discussed on social media during the COVID-19 crisis. As the pandemic con-
tinues to unfold, there remains ample room for research on the topic. Relative to past work (e.g.,
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Jimenez-Sotomayor et al., 2020; Xiang et al., 2021), we cover a broader time period of 11 months.
In doing so, we underscore how narratives on older adults have been impacted by events such
as the implementation of policies aimed at supporting older adults, the development of vaccines
as well as controversies involving deaths in nursing homes. Moreover, unlike earlier inquiries,
we include both age-based (e.g., senior citizen) and role-based terms (e.g., grandparent) to refer to
older adults in our analysis to present amore holistic overview of how older people in general have
been discursively constructed on Twitter. From a practical viewpoint, our study provides timely
insights into public sentiments toward older persons, hence serving as a marker of how society
has fared in caring for this cohort during the COVID-19 crisis.

METHODS

Dataset

Data were retrieved using Twitter’s standard search API (application programming interface)
v1.1. The Twitter API allows users to query posts by keywords, hashtags, account handles, user
IDs and time range (Gu et al., 2016). Content used for the analysis was limited to English
tweets and spanned a period of 11 months, from 3 February to 31 December 2020. Tweets under
the following hashtags were collected: #coronavirus, #WuhanCoronavirus, #nCoV, #coronaOut-
break, #2019_nCov, #covid19, #covid_19, #FightCOVID19, and #NovelCoronavirus. This process
resulted in 43,172,343 tweets. We then extracted a subset of tweets using the following terms:
elder(s), elderly, old(er) adult(s), old(er) people, old(er) person, golden ager, senior citizen(s), (the)
aged, nursing home resident, boomer, pensioner, old folk(s), centenarian, retiree, senior deleter,
grandparent, grandparents, grandfather, grandmother, grandpa, grandma, granddad, and granny.
The selection of these terms was informed by earlier research on age-based and role-based fram-
ing (Ng& Indran, 2022a, 2022c). 183,179 tweets were retained for analysis. Figure 1 depicts the data
collection process.

Data pre-processing and sentiment analysis

We began by pre-processing the data since text on social media is raw and unstructured. Similar
to past analyses (e.g., Li et al., 2020; Mackey et al., 2020), we removed the following attributes
from the data: (a) notations such as the hashtag symbol (#), “RT” (retweet) and @ (user ID); (b)
usernames; (c) hyperlinks; (d) stop words such as the, an and on; (e) punctuation marks; and
(f) special characters such as emoticons or emojis. These attributes were removed to reduce the
amount of noise or irrelevant information in the dataset.
Next, a sentiment score was calculated using a sentiment library which comprises words rated

on a scale from 1 (very negative) to 5 (very positive) by two raters trained in gerontology. This
sentiment library has proven valid and reliable in measuring words associated with age stereo-
types and is consistent with past corpus-based analyses (Ng, 2021b; Ng et al., 2015; Ng & Chow,
2021; Ng & Tan, 2021b, 2022). The methodology also supports literature on priming which indi-
cates that the repeated association of negative words with older adults—or words within close
lexical proximity—increases implicit ageism (B. Levy, 2009). Very negative collocates were rated
1 (e.g., devastating, tragedy), neutral collocates were rated 3 (e.g., tradition, insurance), and very
positive collocates were rated 5 (e.g., blessing, acclaimed). For each month, we calculated a mean
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F IGURE 1 Process of collating
tweets related to older adults during the
COVID-19 pandemic from February to
December 2020

score which was then weighted (by the number of times the synonym appeared in that month) to
determine a Twitter Aging Narrative Score (TANS) for all tweets.

Topic modelling

In addition to sentiment analysis, we analyzed the dataset from February to December 2020
usingBitermTopicModel (BTM)—anatural language processingmethoddesigned specifically for
large-scale short-text data (Cheng et al., 2014) such as tweets. Unlike Latent Dirichlet Allocation
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(LDA), BTM circumvents the issue of data sparsity by directlymodelling the biterm (an unordered
word pair) on the entire corpus of tweets (Cheng et al., 2014). By analyzing co-occurrence patterns,
BTM categorizes short forms of text into clusters of topics (Yan et al., 2013).
We began the BTM analysis by setting K number of topics and T words per topic. The number

of topics selected for extraction (K) impacts the results produced. Too many topics may result in a
diffusion of signal, while too few topics may obscure possible signals in the topics (Li et al., 2020;
Mackey et al., 2020). Following earlier research (e.g., Li et al., 2020; Mackey et al., 2020; Xu et al.,
2019), we calculated a coherence score to identify the most appropriate K value. Given a topic z
and its top T words Vz,

𝐶
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where D(v) is the document frequency of word v, D(v, v′) is the number of documents words v
and v′ co-occurred (Yan et al., 2013). To evaluate the overall quality of a topic set, we calculated
the average coherence score for each K value using the formula:

1

𝐾

∑
𝑘

𝐶
(
𝑧; 𝑉(𝑧)

)

A coherence score is used to evaluate the performance of a topic model based on the K value
and measures how correlated texts within the clusters are. The higher the coherence score, the
more correlated the texts in the cluster are with each other. We calculated the coherence score for
six K values (K= 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60). K= 20 emerged as the optimal number of topics. A higher
K value results in diminishing returns in coherence scores at the risk of excessive topic splintering
(Li et al., 2020; Mackey et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2019). The output of the BTM was set to display the
top 15 words (T) with the highest correlation with each topic.

RESULTS

Sentiment analysis

Overall, sentiments toward older adults—rated from 1 (very negative) to 5 (very positive)—
remained below the neutral score of 3 throughout the 11 months of the COVID-19 crisis, though
it became significantly less negative (β = .0123, p = .0118) over time. This supports Hypothesis 1.
The sentiment scores were the least negative in April, August, and October 2020 (see Figure 2).

Topic modelling

The BTM analysis generated 20 sub-topics which were subsequently grouped into four broad
themes. Topic 1 (41%) pertains to “the need to protect older adults.” Sub-topics include limit-
ing physical contact with grandparents, staying at home to prevent possible transmission of the
virus to older family members as well as initiatives aimed at supporting older adults. Examples of
these initiatives are the implementation of senior shopping hours in supermarkets as well as the
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F IGURE 2 Trajectory of Sentiments toward Older Adults on Twitter over 11 months (February–December
2020) during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Overall, sentiments toward older adults—rated from 1 (very negative) to 5
(very positive)—remained below the neutral score of 3 throughout the pandemic, though they became
significantly less negative. Sentiments were the least negative in April, August, and October 2020. The solid line
represents the best fit line and the dots represent the mean sentiment score of relevant tweets for the respective
month.

prioritization of older people for COVID-19 vaccination. Topic 2 (36%) concerns the “vulnerability
and mortality of older adults.” Topic 3 (12%) is about the “failure of political leadership.” Sub-
topics consist of the perceived failure of the government to contain the virus as well as protests
which emerged in response to deaths in nursing homes. Topic 4 (11%) touches on the “resilience”
of older individuals who survived the COVID-19 infection. Table 1 provides the breakdown of
narratives by percentage aswell as sample sub-topics, terms and tweets associatedwith each topic.

DISCUSSION

This study analyzed discourse surrounding older adults on Twitter over a period of 11 months
during the COVID-19 crisis. In contrast to prior studies which evaluated tweets related to older
adults during the pandemic (Jimenez-Sotomayor et al., 2020; Sipocz et al., 2021; Skipper & Rose,
2021; Xiang et al., 2021), our study covered a broader time period and included search terms per-
taining not just to older adults, but also to grandparents. Whereas these earlier studies discovered
the presence of hostile ageism on Twitter at the start of the crisis (Jimenez-Sotomayor et al., 2020;
Sipocz et al., 2021; Skipper & Rose, 2021; Xiang et al., 2021), our findings revealed that ageism
in the Twitter sphere became more nuanced as the crisis unfolded throughout 2020, with nar-
ratives centered around two main topics: the need to protect older adults (41%) as well as their
vulnerability and mortality (36%).
As hypothesized, sentiments toward older people became less negative from February to

December 2020, with sentiments being the least negative in April, August, and October. Support-
ive responses at the community level surfaced between the end of March and the start of April.
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Many stores started offering “senior-only shopping hours” and programs involving the delivery
of groceries and meals to older adults were launched (Monahan et al., 2020). Concerns that older
adults might suffer from social isolation and loneliness also kickstarted pen pal initiatives aimed
at connecting older and younger individuals (Monahan et al., 2020; Zaveri, 2020).
In August 2020, COVID-19 vaccines yielded promising results in clinical trials which included

older adults (Loftus, 2020), raising hopes that the cohort presumed to be most at risk would be
protected from the virus. Grandparents’ Day in both Australia and the United Kingdom falls in
October, which could account for why sentiments toward older adults were the least negative
then. Tweets uploaded this month reflected an appreciation for grandparents and their contribu-
tions to the family, a finding which corroborates recent work stating that older people tend to be
stereotyped positively when framed according to their roles as grandparents (Hoogland & Hoog-
land, 2018; Newsham et al., 2020a; Ng & Indran, 2022a, 2022c). All these events may have led to
the spread of more hopeful and uplifting narratives on Twitter in April, August, and October.
Of noteworthy importance is that even though sentiments toward older adults became less

negative over time, the sentiment score remained below the neutral value of 3 throughout, never
quite reaching the positive side of the continuum. In 2020, younger people were accused by politi-
cians and journalists of being cavalier about the virus and non-compliant with safe distancing
measures, thus endangering the lives of older persons (Bland, 2020; Stevens, 2020). Furthermore,
there were suggestions to issue a lockdown only for older adults so that the rest of society would
be able to regain some semblance of normalcy and freedom (Farrell, 2020). Some also stereotyped
older people as refusing to wear masks (Ng & Indran, 2022b). Tension between the generations
as well as negative stereotypes of older adults during the pandemic may have therefore served as
countervailing forces that hindered greater improvements in the sentiment score.
The fact that the sentiment score has nonetheless shifted in a positive direction is indicative of

nascent support for older adults. That said, attempts to show solidarity may well worsen benevo-
lent ageism—an insidious form of prejudice occasioned by the belief that older adults are pitiful,
helpless, and incompetent (Cuddy et al., 2007; Swift & Chasteen, 2021; Vale et al., 2020). Since the
onset of the pandemic, older adults have been repeatedly portrayed in mainstream discourse as a
high-risk population for COVID-19mortality (Ayalon, 2020). Similar to previous studies (Jimenez-
Sotomayor et al., 2020; Xiang et al., 2021), our analysis illustrated that a large percentage (36%) of
online discourse on older adults revolved around their vulnerability and mortality.
However, while prior analyses of tweets uploaded in March and April 2020 pointed out that

therewas a prevalence of hostile ageism (Sipocz et al., 2021), we found that the frequent conflation
of old agewith vulnerability led to numerous instances of benevolent ageism, as evident fromhow
the need to protect older adults (41%) dominated the narratives throughout 2020. Using hashtags
such as #StayHomeForGrandma, #StayHomeSaveLives, and #DontKillGrandma, many users on
Twitter emphasized the need to behave in a socially responsible manner and to look out for older
family members. Another portion of the narratives focused on the implementation of measures
targeted at supporting older individuals, with many praising initiatives adopted by supermar-
kets allowing older customers to shop at designated hours. Likewise, there were calls among the
Twitter community for older people to be given priority for vaccination, echoing findings that
the endorsement of benevolent ageism predicts the prioritization of older people in healthcare
decision-making (Apriceno et al., 2020).
As indicated by the communication predicament of aging model, negative age stereotypes typ-

ically exercise primacy over positive ones in shaping intergenerational interactions (Hummert,
2017; Hummert et al., 1994; Ng, 2021a; Ryan et al., 1995). Although fueled by good intentions,
benevolent ageism reflects and reinforces the oversimplistic belief that being old is tantamount to
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being incompetent. This may encourage paternalistic thinking or decision-making, subsequently
impinging on older adults’ sense of agency (Allen & Ayalon, 2021; Lichtenstein, 2020; Vale et al.,
2020). Past literature argues that such paternalistic behavior may produce self-fulfilling prophe-
cies, whereby older individuals internalize beliefs of low self-efficacy and act in a manner that
aligns with such stereotypes (Cary et al., 2017; B. Levy, 2009). Following Levy’s (2009) theory of
stereotype embodiment, this may reduce older adults’ sense of empowerment and self-esteem
while affecting their social, psychological, and physical functioning (Baltes&Wahl, 1996;Hehman
& Bugental, 2015; Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020). The compulsion to show compassion may also
lead young people to exhibit behaviors older adults might deem patronizing (Ryan et al., 1995;
Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020), which could then exacerbate tension between the generations.
The third group of tweets (12%) was about the failure of political leadership. Hashtags such

as #CuomoKilledGrandma circulated widely after New York Governor, Andrew Cuomo, issued
a directive which forced older adults who tested positive for COVID-19 into nursing homes. The
politician recently drew another round of backlash for allegedly undercounting the number of
deaths in nursing homes (Cohrs, 2021). Concerns regarding political negligence also surfaced in
countries other than the United States. In the United Kingdom, worries that the National Health
Service would be overwhelmed led to hospitalized patients being transferred to nursing homes
without first being tested for the virus. Similarly, inadequate measures by government bodies in
Sweden contributed to the high mortality rate in nursing homes (Ahlander & Pollard, 2020).
Even as these incidents paint a grim picture of the reality of systemic ageism, they have thrust

nursing homes into the spotlight, spurring political awakenings across various communities
(Astor, 2021). Our results show that members of the public are incensed by the perceived cul-
pability of politicians regarding the high death toll among older people. There have even been
protests in some countries, particularly among family members of nursing home residents who
have died from the virus (Aguilar, 2021; Moynihan & Shahrigian, 2020). Hence, while generally
construed as a negative emotion, anger can be constructive insofar as it galvanizes individuals to
fix perceived injustices and take collective action (Lambert et al., 2019; Renström & Bäck, 2021).
This reiterates past findings on how some Twitter users implored others not to use the hashtag
#BoomerRemover when pleading for intergenerational unity (Sipocz et al., 2021; Skipper & Rose,
2021).
At the same time, it must be stressed that the extensive media coverage of the high mortal-

ity rates in nursing homes may perpetuate benevolent ageism by evoking discourses of pity that
reduce older adults to a state of passivity and victimhood. This could then serve to legitimize dis-
criminatory practices that end up limiting the rights and autonomy of older people (Bugental &
Hehman, 2007). Repeated exposure to such news may even generate a “collapse of compassion,”
a situation whereby the tendency to empathize or render help reduces as the number of people in
need of aid increases (Seppala et al., 2017). The public may then become desensitized to the plight
of nursing home residents, which could obliterate the need to take collective action.
Whether content on social media is more positive or negative remains a point of contention

among the scholarly community (Jalonen, 2014). However, in this time of COVID-19 where feel-
ings of anxiety and fear prevail (Renström & Bäck, 2021; Steinert, 2020), it makes sense that only
11% of the narratives involved stories of resilience and hope. Examples of these include tweets
about older survivors of the virus (Burke, 2020; Salo, 2020; Woods, 2020).
Our study makes a case for greater discussion on the nuances of ageism. It is important to

recognize that prejudice can be masked by compassion (Vervaecke & Meisner, 2020). Despite the
reality that benevolent ageism ismuchmore pervasive than hostile ageism, evidence suggests that
individuals, regardless of age, tend to perceive acts of benevolent ageism as more acceptable than
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those of hostile ageism (Horhota et al., 2019). As frequent acts of benevolent ageism may have a
cumulative and harmful impact on older adults (Horhota et al., 2019), sustained efforts should
be made to promote greater public understanding of the many insidious ways in which ageism
manifests. This will ensure that those well-meaning displays of solidarity are not undercut by
patronizing language or actions.
In creating opportunities for intergenerational contact, it is vital that these opportunities are

reconceived as experiences beneficial to both the young and old rather than as a service which
positions older adults as recipients of help. Leveraging social media to reach a broader audience—
especially during this time when physical interaction is limited—may also prove useful for
building intergenerational relationships (Lytle et al., 2022; Ng & Indran, 2022b; Spaccatini et al.,
2022; Sutter et al., 2022) and will complement existing offline interventions aimed at reducing
ageism.
As coverage on COVID-19 continues to dominate the headlines, messages propagated by the

media should be crafted more tactfully in order not to be inimical to ongoing calls to reframe
aging (Busso et al., 2019; Jarrott et al., 2019; Ng, 2021a; Ng & Indran, 2022d; Sweetland et al.,
2017). Besides ensuring that older persons are not constantly singled out as a homogeneous entity,
inclusive terms such as “we” and “us” should be used to avoid perpetuating an “us versus them”
mindset (Berridge & Hooyman, 2020; Schnell et al., 2021). This will replace the existing narra-
tive from one of COVID-19 as a virus that older adults must be protected from to one that sees
the pandemic as a broader issue which society can overcome as a collective (Xiang et al., 2021).
Social media should also be employed as an avenue to share optimistic narratives on older adults
to counteract the spread of inaccurate age stereotypes as well as to improve younger people’s per-
ceptions of old age (Ng, Indran et al., 2022; Ng & Indran, 2022b, 2022d). In line with stereotype
embodiment theory, this will lead to better health outcomes among younger people when they
eventually enter later life (B. Levy, 2009). Older people too will have a more positive outlook on
the aging process, hence improving their physiological outcomes (B. R. Levy et al., 2000, 2002).
Crucially, regular media coverage on the impact of COVID-19 on the older population should

not be viewed as mere trends, but as starting points for further discussion on the need to rectify
systemic shortcomings (Allen & Ayalon, 2021). In preparing for a post-pandemic future, govern-
ments worldwide must place older persons at the center of policy responses (World Economic
Forum, 2020). Policymakers should be mindful not to cast older adults as objects to be pitied
(Ng, Chow et al., 2022). Evoking the sympathy of the public is not the same as evoking their
“systems thinking,” a mindset which considers how various mechanisms interact to impact the
lives of older adults (Sweetland et al., 2017). The public must therefore be attuned to the fact that
ageism is a systemic issue which requires systemic solutions. Additionally, support for older per-
sons online should be translated into collective action offline. Policymakers and advocates could
frame messages in a way that appeals to an individual’s sense of justice (Gamson et al., 1992) and
that includes a call to action (Snow& Benford, 1988). Ultimately, the issue of ageismmust be seen
as one of personal relevance and that everyone has a vested interest in eliminating.
This study has limitations which must be addressed. First, we collected only textual data even

though tweets often contain visual elements such as photos, videos, and GIFs. This is a drawback
which can be overcome in the future when multimodal techniques are developed to analyze both
textual and visual content on Twitter. Second,we acknowledge that Twitter users are not represen-
tative of the wider population and that only publicly available tweets were included in the dataset.
However, as most accounts on Twitter are open to the public (Beevolve, 2021), tweets collected
are likely to be representative of the Twitter community. Third, since we did not have information
regarding users’ demographics—Twitter does not require users to publish demographic data and
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scholars have brought up the limitations of analyzing publicly provided demographic information
on social media (Goga et al., 2015; Sloan, 2017)—wewere unable to fully contextualize the reasons
for the sentiment scores.
It is unclear whether the overall improvement in sentiments toward older persons is a result

of our inclusion of role-based terms or a result of greater support for them. To ascertain whether
sentiments toward older persons have indeed become less negative, future studies could explore
using survey techniques (Lakra et al., 2012; Ng et al., 2016; Ng, Allore et al., 2020; Ng & Levy,
2018; Ng & Rayner, 2010; Ng, Tan et al., 2022) and analyzing big data (Giest & Ng, 2018; Ng, 2018;
Ng, Lim et al., 2020; Ng & Tan, 2021a). Qualitative approaches could be used to look at how the
pandemic has impacted relationships between individuals and older familymembers. In addition,
sincemost of the tweets analyzed covered issues taking place in theWest, it may beworthwhile for
future scholarship to examine the effect of the pandemic on intergenerational relations in cultures
where attitudes toward old age are more positive (Ng et al., 2021a; Ng & Indran, 2021a, 2021b; Ng
& Lim, 2021).
Despite the calamitous toll that the COVID-19 pandemic has taken on the lives of older adults, it

has nevertheless brought about emerging support for themashighlighted in our study.As societies
envision a post-COVID-19 future, it is imperative that a more equitable environment for the older
cohort is created. This means eliminating ageist attitudes and supporting older persons in a way
that welcomes expressions of autonomy and competence.
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