
Should we
embrace ageing?

Whether it’s the discovery of a new 
wrinkle or a milestone birthday 
filling us with dread, most of us have 
experienced a feeling of discomfort 

over getting older. Research shows that women 
begin to worry at just 24 years old.“We have such 

terrible stereotypes of ageing, it’s no wonder 
society has a fear of it,” says Anne Karpf,  
a sociologist and author of How to Age (£7.99, 
Macmillan). “In the past, people had a sense  
there was meaning in each stage of life, but 
nowadays, old people are often seen as a burden 
to society and ageing is viewed as a time of frailty 
or as something we should deny or resist.”

However, while ageing is presented negatively, 
research suggests most of us become happier and 
more satisfied as we age. A poll of 340,000 people 
showed that after 50, people start to get happier, 

with 85 being our happiest age, while findings  
from Age UK show that 82 per cent of older 

people claim to feel contented every day.
“Life’s about balance and there are 
losses and gains at every stage,” says 

Anne. “Reaching old age is cause  
for celebration – it means you’ve 
had a long life, and hopefully  
a good one – it’s important  
to accept our age and embrace  
it. We also need to realise our  
age is not our most important 
defining factor – you are still 
yourself, just an older version.”

With sales of anti-ageing products soaring and many of us desperately trying  
to turn back the clock, we ask whether getting older is really as bad as we think…

THE GREAT
DEBATE

So should we grow old 
gracefully? Readers 

share their thoughts…
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Having always felt quite gawky 
growing up, it took me a while  
to feel comfortable in my own  

skin – only when I was in my 30s did  
I begin to feel confident in myself. 

Recently, as I look in the mirror and  
see my face looking a bit saggier, I’ve 
realised I’m going to have to learn to love 
myself all over again as time goes on!

It was only two years ago that I started 
seeing myself as ‘older’. Someone  
at work made a little joke about me 
needing a Zimmer frame and it just  
really played on my mind. 

I come from a family that is very  
looks-oriented – taking care of your 
appearance is important to us all. I dye 
my hair and spend a lot of money on 
anti-wrinkle creams, and in a few years’ 
time I will definitely get a facelift if I can 
afford it – I have no intention of letting 
myself go to pot. I’m really scared of 
feeling unattractive as I think people  
take you more seriously if you’re well 
presented and eye-catching. 

Men definitely have it easier – there  
isn’t as much pressure on them to look 

Jo Beck, 43, lives in 
Derbyshire with her two 
children, aged 13 and 14

youthful, so they are allowed to grow old 
much more gracefully. They also don’t 
have to contend with the menopause, 
which I am not looking forward to. It’s 
perceived as being the end of a woman’s 
attractiveness, which is why there is  
such a difference in the way men  
and women are regarded as they age. 
Whereas men can father children and  
are considered ‘fertile’ all their lives, 
women only appear to be seen as valid 
by society during their ‘fertile window’. 

I also worry about losing my mental 
health and being a burden on my family. 

I think my children are going to have 
wonderful futures and I don’t want them 
to have to worry about looking after  
me while they’re all trying to get on  
with their own lives. 

I also think of my gran, who was an 
incredibly beautiful lady with men 
chasing her, and she ended up with 
dementia in an old people’s home. You 
can be the most vibrant, fascinating 
person in your youth but as time goes 
on, you’re just lumped together with 
every old person and ignored.

I don’t think our society places much 
value on our older generations – the 
feeling seems to be once you’re retired 
and you’re not really contributing, you’re 
just expected be as little trouble as 
possible for everyone else.

I want to make the most of my life  
as I age, but I worry this won’t be 
possible. It’s incredibly unfair – just as  
you get to the point where you really  
like yourself and know what you want 
from life and have the time and money 
to do things, that’s when things start to 
gradually go downhill and you don’t 
have the energy to do it!

“NO”
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The facts

■ A poll by 
Technology Strategy 
Board found that nine 
out of ten people don’t 
look forward to 
growing old.

■ Research by the 
Disabled Living 
Foundation charity 
found that more than 
two in three Brits fear 
becoming a burden on 
their family in their  
old age, and more people 
are afraid of losing  
independence than  
they are of dying.

■ Research by Bupa 
showed that Chinese 
people are the most 
scared of ageing, and 
French are the least.

Getting old only started 
playing on my mind 
when my relationship 

with my daughter’s dad 
ended and I had to start 
afresh. I had always been very 
laid back and took life a day  
at a time, however it got me 
thinking about where I might 
be in 30 years and what I had 
to do to get myself there. 

While I know there are some 
downsides to ageing, I try to 
focus on the good parts and 
embrace getting older, as  
I think otherwise you’re only 
going to get down about 
something you can’t change.  

The only thing I really worry 
about is my health declining 
– physically and mentally. My 
nanna has started to suffer 
from dementia and she 
doesn’t recognise me any 
more. I also already have  
a bad back so know this will 
probably get worse. However, 
I’m optimistic that by the  
time I get older, advances  
in medicine will mean there 
are more options available  
to help with age-related 
illnesses. I plan to stay as 

active and sociable as 
possible, which I think really 
benefits your body and mind.

I think as a society we are 
quite focused on youth and 
there can be a lot of pressure 
from the media to stay 
looking young. Advertising 
companies can really play  
on women’s self-esteem by 
making them think they need 
to buy all these products to 
look good and stay youthful. 

I’m going a bit grey so have 
started dyeing my hair, but  
I don’t see this an obsession 
with looking younger – rather 
making the best of what I’ve 
got. I think as long as I can dye 
my hair, use make-up and look 
after myself I will be like a fine 
wine and get better with age!

I’m also looking forward to 
the stability old age will bring. 
As I’ve got older I’m a lot less 
bothered about what people 
think about me. I also think  
I’m more thoughtful of others 
and better able to handle 
crises, as I’ve been through  
a lot. I think these are really 
valuable skills, which will  
only increase as I age. 

Mandi Hewlett,  
35, lives in 
Lancashire with 
her partner and 
two children, aged 
6 and 6 months

“MAYBE”
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Now 81, I am still thriving on 
new challenges and finding 
happiness in the small 

things. For me, age isn’t an issue. 
Although I know there are  

some things I can’t do as well 
now, I don’t think “Oh, I can’t do 
that because I’m 81” – I’ll give 
something a go first. I’m also  
lucky enough to have a positive 
husband and supportive family, 
who never tell me I’m too old to 
do anything and still treat me like 
the teenager I feel like inside!

The fact I never formally retired 
has helped my outlook. I drifted 
out of my marketing job, then 
went into a venture with my 
husband for a few years, and  
I am now a part-time film extra 
and photographic model, which  

■ Separate studies have 
shown that the average 
woman will spend more 
than £18,000 on her face 
in a lifetime, and women 
over 50 now spend the 
most on cosmetics. Botox 
injections have also 
jumped 700 per cent 
since 2000.

■ Research published 
in the journal 
Psychology and  
Ageing has shown that 
older people show 
greater patience  
and make better 
financial decisions.

■ Separate research has 
found that women over 
50 are more optimistic 
than men and enjoy their 
lives more in old age.

■ Research by The 
Harley Medical Group 
in 2010 found that 
women over 50 are its 
largest clientele, with  
a 68 per cent rise in 
cosmetic procedures  
between 2010-2011.

Sylvia Riley, 81, lives 
in Hampshire with 
her husband. She  

has three grown-up 
children and eight 

grandchildren,  
aged 5-29

I started doing at 75. I don’t consider 
myself a ‘retired older person’ and  
I probably never will. 

In fact, I think I’m more determined 
to have new experiences than ever.  
I try to plan activities every day and 
make sure that I’ve always got lots  
of things to look forward to.

Getting older has also brought  
me new joys – like becoming  
a grandparent, which is the most 
wonderful thing that’s happened  
to me, after motherhood. 

Ageing can unfortunately bring 
loss, and worries about death  
or losing my husband sometimes 
comes into my mind during a quiet 
moment, but I don’t dwell on it. My 
feeling is you can’t stop the clock  
– nobody can – and it’s no good 
worrying about the things you can’t 
change. I concentrate on now and 
enjoying the time I have. Worrying 
about getting older will only make 
you unhappier than the process of 
getting old itself! My motto is to 
make the most of each day, look 
forward to tomorrow and don’t 
dwell or worry about things.

I’m comfortable with myself and 
have learnt to accept who I am. I feel 
good about myself because I’ve got 
so much in my life, my looks don’t 
really come into it. Ageing doesn’t 
happen overnight, as you sometimes 
think when you’re younger. You  
age every day and grow with your 
changing look, so I don’t look in  
the mirror and see an old person  
– I just see myself.

Log on to  
candis.co.uk/debate 

to find out how to 
take part in a future 

Great Debate
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“YES”


