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Abstract: This paper is based on an analysis of representations of seniors in the media. In
particular, we examine images of the bodies of seniors in the advertising campaigns
promoting a product called Geezerade sold in Circle K convenience stores in the Atlantic
provinces of Canada in the summer of 2011. We contrast these with images of seniors in
the Canadian magazine Zoomer, formally CARP magazine, a magazine published by the
Canadian Association of Retired People, a seniors advocacy organization. Following
Goffman’s arguments in his seminal presidential address to the American Sociological
Association, “the Interaction Order”, we take the position in this analysis that the body
does not determine social practices but none-the-less the body is the sign vesicle that
enables interaction. Concomitant however, while the images of bodies we see in the media
do not determine the signs given and given off via bodily presentation, they none-the-less
provide us with the categories by which we interpret those signs. We conclude that the
images in the Geezerade campaign and Zoomer magazine represent a binary model of
images of seniors that reflects ageist and classist assumptions about the bodies of seniors.
Such a model limits the categories through which we understand the aging body and fails
to account for the diversity of seniors’ bodies in society.
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1. Introduction
This paper is based on an analysis of images of seniors in the media. In particular, we examined
how the bodies of seniors were depicted in an advertising campaign promoting a product called
Geezerade sold in J. D. Irving Oil owned Circle K and Couch-tard gas station convenience stores in
Quebec and the Atlantic provinces of Canada in the spring and summer of 2011. We contrast these
with images of seniors’ bodies in spring/summer 2012 issues of the Canadian magazine Zoomer,
formally CARP Magazine, a magazine published by the Canadian Association of Retired People, a
seniors’ advocacy organization. We argue that the images in the Geezerade campaign and in Zoomer
magazine represent the two sides of a binary model of images of seniors that reflect ageist and classist
assumptions about the bodies of seniors. Moreover, deeper analysis reveals that among negative
portrayals of older people in the media, the Geezerade campaign invokes the ‘grotesque’ as a
marketing tool [1]. We use the concept of the grotesque [2] in its classical sense where it refers to a
style of cave painting discovered in the late 1600s in Rome and Italy that depicted “unnatural,
biomorphic mergings of plant, animal, and human features” ([1], p. 7). We conclude that such a binary
model limits the categories through which we understand the aging body and fails to account for the
diversity of seniors’ bodies in society.
2. Analyzing Images
Analyzing images is important as they are among the significant symbols that reflect “what is
socially significant” within a culture and through which we give meaning to social life ([3], p. 31).
Thus, it is surprising that there has been comparatively little sociological study of images that,
According to Smith ([4], p. 42) treat them “as data, worthy of analysis in their own right, and not
merely [as] a handy illustrative resource intended only to vivify the serious business of analysis
accomplished by the written text” [3,5]. Moreover, of analyses that have been done, most have been
concerned with images of gender, race, and, in Said’s [6] sense of the term, the other (one who is not
only different but also inferior to oneself) [7,8]. In contrast, until recently, there have been fewer
analyses of images of seniors or their bodies [9–11].
We take a symbolic interactionist approach in this research; a core tenant of which is that meaning
does not reside in symbols, rather, meaning is given to symbols. However, and of particular relevance
to our analysis, social life is only possible because we come to share the meanings of significant
symbols [12]. Thus, symbolic analyses of images “attempt to address the meaningful aspects of visual
representations” ([3], p. 32). Likewise, our analysis is aimed at the “contextual meaning of a symbol”
whereby a symbol “derives its [meaning in] relation to other symbols as part of a pattern or system,”
namely, stereotypes of the aging body in contemporary consumerist society [13,14]. Further, following
Goffman’s arguments in his seminal presidential address to the American Sociological Association,
“the Interaction Order”, we take the position in this analysis that the body does not determine social
practices but none-the-less the body is the sign vesicle that enables interaction [15]. However, also
consistent with Goffman’s arguments about gender display in his study of gender in advertising, we
maintain that while the images of bodies we see in the media do not determine the signs given and
given off via bodily presentation, they none-the-less provide us with a limited range of categories by
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which we interpret those signs [15,16]. For Goffman, they are “the culturally conventional
portrayals...ordinarily available and noticeable to society members at a glance” and thus limit the range
of acceptable bodily presentations available to older adults [4]. In Goffman’s classic phrasing:
There is a loose gearing, then, between social structures and what goes on in particular occasions of ritual
expression… Participants…are often displayed in rankable order with respect to some visible property looks,
height, …elaborateness of costume… and so forth—and the comparisons are somehow taken as a reminder
of differential social position, … Thus, the basic forms…provide a peculiarly limited version of the social
universe, telling us more, perhaps, about the special depictive resources of social situations than about the
structures presumably expressed thereby ([16], p. 3).

3. Methodology
We take a qualitative approach in this research. Included in our analysis are the images used in the
Circle K Geezerdade advertising campaign and images of older adults found in spring and summer
2012 issues of Zoomer magazine. We used ethnographic content analysis [17] of these images as our
primary means of generating data, and while not a grounded theory study per se, we also made use of
grounded theory analytic techniques including: theoretical sampling of the literature and comparative
coding in this research [18]. Such analyses are carried out inductively and hypothesis testing emerges
from data analysis in the course of comparative coding [18].
Specifically, we analyzed 274 images of older adults found in the first five digitally available issues
of Zoomer magazine (May 2012–July 2012); coding them as positive, negative, or comical. Images of
older adults were coded as positive or negative based on stereotypical characteristics of aging [13,14].
Thus, positive images were those where the subjects were depicted as happy, well dressed, and showed
no sign of illness or infirmity. Likewise, those coded as negative were images showing older adults in
vulnerable positions of illness or mobility impairment; where subjects were frowning, expressing pain,
looking down, or presenting a hunched body posture [13,14]. Images coded as comical were those
where the magazine’s intent was clearly comical, such as the juxtapositioning of an older woman with
a much younger man in a romantic situation or images of older adults in neon colored 1950’s clothing.
We also took note of the frequency of older adults depicted as non-white and as financially distressed.
Also included in this analysis are the images depicted in posters used in the Circle K Geezerdade
advertising campaign that appeared in convenience stores in Quebec and the Atlantic provinces of
Canada in the spring and summer of 2011.
4. Portrayals of Seniors in the Media
While there has been an increase in portrayals of seniors and images of aging bodies in the media
over time, they remain under-represented particularly in advertising [14,19–21]. When they do occur,
it is within the context of a binary model of opposing stereotypes of aging, one characterized by the
positive attributes of “virtue [and] self-reliance” and the other by the negative traits of inevitable
decline culminating in sickness, “dependency” and death [20,22–24].

Societies 2013, 3

55

5. Positive Images
Research shows that older adults are increasingly portrayed in a positive light in the media as “well
groomed, active, happy and healthy” as well as financially secure ([10], p. 46; [25,26]). Indeed, a sea
of khaki, light blue sweaters, sandy beaches, and affluence characterize positive images of aging
bodies in all media; particularly in advertising (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Bank of Montreal Advertisement.

Zoomer Magazine 07/2012, p. 3.
Further, “over time...more modern...images of older people” have emerged where they are portrayed
as both active and adventurous as well as healthy and happy [10,27,28]. According to Vespiri, there
has been a “shift from acquiring more material possessions toward a desire to purchase enjoyable and
satisfying experiences” including adventure travel” ([29], p. 131; [10]) (See Figures 2 and 3).
Figure 2. Article: “Vitality”.

Vassoss, V. Zoomer Magazine 07/2012, p. 35.
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Figure 3. Article: “Taking a Hike”.

Irvine, D. Zoomer Magazine 07/2012, p. 105.

Concomitant with aging populations worldwide, the number of magazines aimed at older adults has
increased [10,30,31]. Lumme-Sandt argues that “the very idea of a 50+ magazine is to focus on
positive aspects of older age” and the Canadian magazine Zoomer typifies such positive portrayals of
older people ([10], p. 45). Zoomer magazine, formally CARP magazine, is published by the Canadian
Association of Retired People, a seniors’ advocacy organization. According to Moses Znaimer, owner
of Zoomer magazine and the Canadian broadcaster and media entrepreneur responsible for
popularizing the term, a Zoomer refers to a baby “Boomer with Zip” and so called ‘Zoomers’ represent
the 14.5 million Canadians who are 45” and over. As can be seen in the following internet promotion
for Zoomer magazine, a Zoomer has the “body of a 65 year old,” the “mind of a 45 year old,” “the
libido of a 25 year old”, the “heart of a teenager”, and “controls 1/3 of all Canadian wealth (see Figure 4).
Figure 4. Online Advertisement for the 2011 Zoomer Media Trade Show.

Online Advertisment for the 2011 Zoomer Show, Zoomer Media.

By definition therefore, Zoomers defy the aging process. However, they do so largely via
consumption of various products that tout the anti-aging promises of being ageless and recreating
youth [32,33]. For example, Zoomer magazine regularly includes advertisements such as Aveno’s
“Positively Ageless” night cream that features a young and beautiful model [34]. Other advertisements
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promote dental implants that “let you kiss again” or vitamins that allow you to “feel young again,”
both showing images of broadly smiling, very youthful, older adults [35,36]. Moreover, we found
virtually no overtly negative images of older adults in the five issue of Zoomer magazine we examined
(see Table 1).
Table 1. Images of Older Adults in Zoomer Magazine March–July 2012.
Images of
Older Adults
Positive Images
Negative Images
Comical
Total
Percent Positive

March
2012
26
0
0
26
100%

Zoomer Magazine
April
May June
2012
2012 2012
23
25
29
0
2
0
2
2
3
25
29
32
92%
86%
90%

July
2012
30
1
3
34
88%

We also noted that the images of older adults in Zoomer magazine are almost always white skinned
despite the fact that by 2006, 1 in 6 Canadians belonged to a visible minority group [37] (See Table 2).
Table 2. Visible Minorities in Zoomer Magazine March–July 2012.
Images of Older
Adults
White
Non-White
Total

March
2012
23
3
26

Zoomer Magazine
April May June
2012 2012 2012
23
26
30
2
3
2
25
29
32

July
2012
34
0
34

Nor were there any images of older adults that overtly indicated poverty or financial distress of any
kind. On the contrary, the older adults pictured in Zoomer magazine take cruises, have expensive
dental treatment, and need financial estate planners to help them pass down their wealth. Further,
advertisements in Zoomer magazine showed as many young and very young people as older adults and
the images of older adults used were overwhelmingly positive and almost always white skinned (see
Table 3). The one exception concerned the very few ads for medical products or nursing home care.
These ads almost always showed older adults in situation of infirmity and distress.
6. Negative Images
Notwithstanding the increasing frequency of positive images of aging bodies in the media, negative
images of older adults still exist, either as icons of the societal anomie engendered by aging
populations [20,23,38] (see Figure 5), or as stereotypes showing adults through the lens of decline and
diminished value” [14,20,39–43] (see Figure 6), or, as in the case of the Geezerade advertising
campaign, aging bodies are presented as the ‘grotesque’ [1,2].
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Table 3. Older Adults and Younger people in Zoomer Magazine Advertisements March–July 2012.
Images of older adults and young
people in Advertisements
Images of older adults
Images of young people
Mix of older adults and young people
Total
Positive Images of older adults
Negative Images of older adults
Total
White older adults
Non-white older adults
Total

March
2012
16
15
5
36
15
1
16
16
0
16

Zoomer Magazine
April
May
June
2012
2012
2012
13
16
14
9
12
15
3
3
3
25
31
32
12
14
13
1
2
1
13
16
14
13
15
12
0
1
2
13
16
14

Figure 5. Online Article: America’s Aging Labor Force.

Bridget McCrea, National Precast Concrete Association (NPCA).

Figure 6. CARP Health Wizard Advertisement.

Zoomer Magazine 05/2012, p. 99.

July
2012
11
11
3
25
10
1
11
10
1
11

Societies 2013, 3

59

7. The Geezerade Campaign
During the spring and summer of 2011 we were engaged in research on aging in place for seniors in
New Brunswick, Canada [44,45]. As part of these projects, we conducted face-to-face interviews with
seniors in the province. This required driving what were sometimes long distances to the homes of
seniors we were to interview where the only rest stops were the Irving owned convenience stores
attached to gas stations. It was during this field work that we became aware of the Geezerade
advertising campaign, which used a series of posters displayed in Circle K (New Brunswick) and
Couch-Tard (Quebec) convenience stores that showed images of a child merged with that of an older
person creating, in the parlance of the ad campaign, ‘Geezers’ in order to sell Slushies, a flavored
frozen drink made of crushed ice and sugary syrup. The notion meant to be conveyed by the ad is that
by drinking a Slushie a child would be frozen into old age (see Figures 7 and 8).
Figure 7. Circle-K Geezerade Advertising Poster.

Geezerade Advertisement. The Weekly News, Summer 2011.

Figure 8. Geezerade Online Advertisement Summer 2011.

Sage Play. “It Feels Good to be Old at Heart” (Blog).

As McHugh argues, “images and scripts can be interpreted not only as marketing ploys and
strategies but more deeply, as mould and mirror of ageist attitudes and cultural values” ([23], p. 166).
Thus, the Geezerade ad campaign reflects a particularly negative image of older adults that we can
conceptualize as a grotesque that is rooted in ageism in order to sell a product. The grotesque is a
controversial technique that is increasingly used in advertising [46]. For example, witness the
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Benneton clothing advertisements featuring David Kirby dying from AIDS [47], the heroin chic
fashion advertisements used by Calvin Klein [48], the Spanish Honda car part campaigns making use
of merged photos of animal and human faces [49], or depictions of bestiality in a French AIDS public
service campaign [50]. In the case of the Geezerade ads the grotesque involves, the merging of images
of a child and an older adult, and represents a marked “violation of the social order” ([1], p. 9) as it
managed to offend not only on the basis of ageism but also ableism by not only insulting older adults
but also people who live with or are concerned about Progeria (Hutchinson–Gilford Progeria
Syndrome), a genetic disease that causes children to appear as if they have aged prematurely [51].
Over the course of the campaign significant public protest emerged. Complaints were made in the
news media, Internet protest posters were created, and a “Stop-Geezerade” Face Book page was set up
that had garnered 100 members within twenty-four hours [52,53]. One posting on the “Stop-Geezerade”
Face Book page reads:
The offensive product in question is a Circle K brand called Geezerade. They would not get away with
branding a drink product Jewboyade, Coonade, Homoade or Whoreade so why are have they chosen to use
an offensive term for seniors as part of their brand [54,55]?

Another protest poster likened Circle K to the Klu Klux Klan, showing white robed figures and the
text “Circle KKK Hatin’ On The Old Folks” [56]. Craig Norris, a resident of Moncton and creator of
the Stop-Geezerade Facebook page told CBC news that he found the Geezerade campaign
“disrespectful of seniors and… ‘deeply offensive’” [52]. He decided to start the Facebook page after
hearing children laughing at the ‘geezers’ depicted in the ads. In his words:
A couple of kids from our in-home daycare walked by and when they saw the photo, one kid said, ‘Oh look
at the geezer.’ Then another kid said, ‘There’s a geezer on the screen’ and they all started to laugh and it just
kind of made me cringe [52].

However, a kind of cultural lag shaped Circle-K’s initial response to the public criticism and they
seemed unaware of the inherent ageism in their ad campaign. For example, Couch-tard (Circle K in
Quebec) replied to a complaint made by Suzanne Dupuis-Blanchard by stating that “they had
researched the word “geezer” and found nothing wrong with its use” [57]. In an email to Couch-tard
on May 11, 2012 she wrote:
I would like to voice my support to end this promotion. I wrote an email to Irving on Wednesday May 4th
after seeing the poster in question. Couche-tard called me the next day to explain that they had researched
the word “geezer” and found nothing wrong with its use. I've been interviewed by Radio-Canada and they
gave Couche-tard the opportunity to respond to my request of removing this promotion; they responded that
they would not be removing the poster because young people are attracted to this images. I've asked different
young people in the last day about the poster and they do not understand the message. I also wrote a letter to
the editor at the Times & Transcript. Therefore, I am again, asking for the removal of these posters [57].

Similarly, when Craig Norris contacted Circle K to “complain about the advertisement, they called
him back and told him they would keep his concerns in mind for their next campaign” rather than
agree to take down the ads, which was Norris’ goal [52]. However, in the wake of mounting criticism
and public condemnation, the campaign was finally pulled at the end of June 2011 [58]. In ending the
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Geezerade ad campaign the company issued a new poster featuring a glass of Slushie with text stating:
“When summer ends, Geezerade ends. Sorry, from now on you’ll have to age naturally” (emphasis
ours) [59]. What is remarkable about this poster is that Irving either wittingly or unwittingly admits
that their Ads invoked the “unnatural” consistent with classic meaning of the grotesque.
8. Conclusions
Research has shown that older adults are portrayed more diversely and in more positive terms in
textual references to them in the media today than in the past decade [10,20,21,42]. However, our
analysis found few images of ‘old, old’ people, almost no images of older people of color, and no
Images of poor old people in Zoomer magazine. These positive images therefore are problematic as
they do not account for the diversity of seniors in society. Instead they reflect anti-aging ethos that is
ageist in its devaluing of old age, and are decidedly class bound [10,20,23,24,42]. In them the only
truly positive aging is anti-aging. As Rozanova concludes:
The ideal aging citizen is someone... that… remains youthful as long as possible, contributes to the economy
as a smart consumer and as an active participant in productive activities, and stays healthy to avoid accessing
healthcare and other public services ([20], p. 220).

However, you cannot stay young forever if you cannot afford to buy the products and services that
defy age [14,19,20,42]. Moreover, negative images of seniors disparaging the “the act of growing
older itself” ([14], p. 67) have not disappeared, and to them we can add the ‘grotesque’ representation
of aging depicted in the Geezerade advertising campaign [42]. Thus, we are left with a binary model of
aging made up of negative and positive images of older adults, both of which, in the context of aging
populations, reflect enduring ageism in addition to the “values of consumerism” ([60], p. 134) in
class-based society [23]. Such a model limits the categories through which we understand the aging
body and fails to account for the diversity of senior’s bodies in society. This binary model of
stereotypes of aging bodies persists despite the aging population and third age ideologies [61]. This is
in no small part because didactic oppositional models are deeply ingrained as explanatory devices in
Western culture. Cartesian dualism places mind and body in opposition; Durkheim and Douglas point
out the significance of the binary concepts of the sacred and profane and those of danger and purity for
social order; and despite the women’s movement in addition to gay rights and LGTB activism, the
media still largely reflects a binary model of gender allowing only for the masculine and feminine [62–64].
Thus, it is not surprising that a binary model of ageing remains entrenched in contemporary Western
society; and thus remains a limiting and potentially constraining force on perceptions of aging bodies.
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