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Abstract

Objectives: Popular responses to the pandemic illustrate ageism’s pervasiveness and the extent of collective acquiescence
to its newest expressions. We explore these themes by analyzing Twitter reactions to “calculated ageism”—a term we use
to refer to a political figure’s edict that older adults should sacrifice their lives if it will mitigate the pandemic’s economic
damage to younger people.

Method: Using thematic analysis, we examine tweets (7 = 188) responding to Texas Lt. Governor Dan Patrick’s March 23,
2020, statement that encouraged generational self-sacrifice. Themes that emerged included positions of support or opposi-
tion and tweeters’ critiques.

Results: The large majority of tweets—90%—opposed calculated ageism, while only 5% supported it and 5% conveyed no
position. Opposition centered on moral critiques, political-economic critiques, assertions of older adults’ worth, and public
health arguments. Support centered on individual responsibility and patriotism.

Discussion: While prior research reveals ageism’s entrenchment in popular culture, our study finds that it has limits and
identifies the reasons underlying them. The most common reasons for opposing calculated ageism center on its immorality
and on its privileging of the economic interests of the powerful few over the many, patterns suggesting that the boundaries
of ageism are influenced by core beliefs about fairness. They also are shaped by a bedrock conviction that older lives have
value. This intergenerational solidarity could be leveraged to reduce ageism during the pandemic and beyond.
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Examples of ageism in responses to the COVID-19 pan-
demic are easy to find and appear in descriptions of the
virus as “only” affecting older adults, the age-based ra-
tioning of ventilators and hospital beds, and the exclusion
of nursing homes residents from official death counts. As
scholars have noted, such responses illustrate ageism’s per-
vasiveness and taken-for-granted quality (Ayalon, 2020;
Ehni and Wahl, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020; Previtali et al.,
2020; Reynolds, 2020). But COVID-19 responses also re-
veal that many may balk when ageism transgresses a cer-
tain unspoken moral sensibility.

We explore the limits on ageism by analyzing Twitter
reactions to a particularly striking example of it—Texas
Lt. Governor Dan Patrick’s suggestion that older gener-
ations sacrifice their lives with the aim of reducing the
pandemic’s economic damage, assumed to disproportion-
ately harm younger generations. In an interview on Fox
News’ Tucker Carlson Tonight show, Patrick, 69, said:

No one reached out to me and said, “As a senior cit-
izen, are you willing to take a chance on your sur-
vival in exchange for keeping the America that all
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America loves for your children and grandchildren?”
And if that’s the exchange, 'm all in. And that doesn’t
make me noble or brave or anything like that. I just
think there are lots of grandparents out there in this
country, like me, I have six grandchildren, that what
we all care about and what we love more than any-
thing are those children. And I want to live smart and
see through this, but I don’t want the whole country
to be sacrificed. [...] So my message is “Let’s get back
to work, let’s get back to living. Let’s be smart about
it and those of us who are 70-plus, we’ll take care
of ourselves. But don’t sacrifice the country, don’t do
that, don’t ruin this great American Dream.”

We describe this sentiment as “calculated ageism,” a term
that captures a feature distinguishing it from most other
forms of ageism: its intentionality. When it comes to older
adults, justifications for prejudiced beliefs and unfair treat-
ment tend to deny ageist intentions and to affirm positive
ones, as evident, for example, in well-meaning but ageist in-
quiries about whether a clearly mixed-age duo are siblings
or in referring to people as “80 years young.” Calculated
ageism, in contrast, is bold in its ageist claim that older
lives are expendable. The distinctiveness of calculated
ageism is further illustrated by its difference from the terms
modifying ageism common in the literature, such as “be-
nevolent,” “compassionate,” “positive,” “ambivalent,” and
“passive” (Binstock, 2010; Cary et al., 2017; Setzfand and
Watson, 20135; Vale et al., 2020). Although “negative” and
even “hostile” ageism appear (Cary et al., 2017; Palmore,
2001), they do not go so far as to demand that older adults
sacrifice their lives. In Lt. Governor Patrick’s tally, how-
ever, there is no pretext of unintentionality or benevolence,
which raises the question of whether there are limits to ag-
gressive and calculated ageism. We address this question by
assessing reactions to his renunciation of the principle that
older lives have value.

% <« % <

Methods

Using Twitter’s advanced search feature, we identified
tweets meeting the following criteria: they addressed
Patrick’s statement, were posted the day he made it (March
23, 2020), included the name “Dan Patrick,” and were
written in English. Our dataset includes 188 deidentified
tweets. It also contains each post’s retweet count between
initial posting and data collection, roughly 1 month later
(April 24, 2020).

We used thematic analysis, a qualitative method that
identifies topics and ideas, with the goal of revealing over-
arching patterns (Boyatzis, 1998). The analysis, conducted
using Nvivo, involved three steps. First, we read the tweets
to develop initial coding categories (e.g., moral arguments,
capitalism, personal stories). Second, we coded each tweet
using these codes, along with others emerging from this
more in-depth coding. Third, we examined the tweets

associated with each code to identify justifications for posi-
tions of support versus opposition. Justifications were not
mutually exclusive.

Results

Most tweets opposed calculated ageism—90%—compared
with only 5% supporting it and 5% conveying no position
(Table 1). Consistent with these patterns, none of the sup-
portive tweets appeared in the top 10 most retweeted posts

(Table 2).

Oppositional Tweets

Moral critique

The most common logic, found in 31% of oppositional
tweets, centered on moral issues. One invited readers to
ponder the following: “Imagine how morally bankrupt
you have to be to be Dan Patrick.” A similarly straightfor-
ward assessment was conveyed by this tweet: “Dan Patrick
thinks grandparents would be willing to die to protect the
economy. This is morally repugnant.” Others offered an ex-
planation of Patrick’s position: “Mr. Patrick, are you ready
to lead Texans to their death in service to your lust for ma-
terial wealth?” Another tweet conveying moral objections
referred to Logan’s Run, the book and film describing a
dystopian society that killed members when they reached
age 30: “My 94 year old grandfather is not a sacrifice. My
daughter’s 75 year old Papa is not a fucking sacrifice. He’s
her Papa, and my Dad. And Dan Patrick can fuck right off
with his Logan’s Run Death Panel bullshit.” Another noted
the inconsistency between Patrick’s statement and his pos-
ition on abortion, asking “Is Dan Patrick a member of the
‘pro-life party?’”

Political-economic critiques

Also frequent (26%) were critiques that noted economic
or political interests that would benefit from Patrick’s sug-
gestion. One referred to the stock market: ““Hey check out

Table 1. Tweets Addressing Calculated Ageism

Percentage of

Position and justification tweets (7 = 188)

Opposition 90%
Justifications
Moral critique 31%
Political-economic critique 26%
Assertion of older adults’ worth 17%
Public health argument 9%
Support 5%
No position 5%

Notes: Tweets posted on March 23, 2020 in response to Texas Lt. Governor
Dan Patrick’s suggestion of generational sacrifice; justifications for opposition
were not mutually exclusive and some tweets included none.
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Table 2. Top 10 Most Retweeted Calculated Ageism Tweets

Tx Lt Gov Dan Patrick says grandparents would be willing to die to save the economy
for their grandchildren.

Lt Gov Dan Patrick’s comments about grandparents being willing to die for their
grandchildren so the economy can get going again sums up Trump’s America.

Texas Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick (R) was just on Fox saying he agrees with Trump. He cast
it as an opportunity for seniors to sacrifice in order to keep the country intact for their
grandchildren. “Let’s get back to living... And those of us that are 70+, we’ll take care

My 94 year old grandfather is not a sacrifice. My daughter’s 75 year old Papa is not a
fucking sacrifice. He’s her Papa, and my Dad. And Dan Patrick can fuck right off with
his Logan’s Run Death Panel bullshit.

BREAKING: Tx Lt Gov Dan Patrick says that grandparents would be willing to die
to save the economy for their grandchildren. Well, 'm not willing to watch my elderly
friends and family die in order to avoid a recession. Who’s with me?

Texas Lt. Gov Dan Patrick has said on Fox New that “lots of” grandparents would be
willing to die in order in to save the economy for their grandchildren.

Imagine how morally bankrupt you have to be to be Dan Patrick.

The truly scary thing about this is that Dan Patrick is expressing the sort of euphoria

that comes when people surrender to a cult leader’s thought- command. “My heart is

lifted tonight by what I heard the president say.”

Texas Lt Gov Dan Patrick literally says grandparents should die to save our economy

for our kids. Not only would millions of young people *also* die, but imagine the

sociopathy of preferring mass death to bailing out working Americans.

Number of retweets® Position Message
14,300 None

4,700 Oppose

3,800 None

of ourselves.”

3,100 Oppose

2,300 Oppose

2,100 Oppose

1,700 Oppose

1,200 Oppose

1200 Oppose

1,100 None

Texas Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick suggested Monday night that he would rather die from the

rapid spread of the novel coronavirus than see instability in the American economic

system.

Note: *Number of times retweeted between initial post on March 23, 2020 and April 24, 2020.

that clip where 1 suggest grandparents willingly sacrifice
themselves to the Dow Jones Industrial Average because
the GOP’s donors don’t like being less rich than before’ is
a bold campaign strategy.” Others referred directly to capi-
talism, as in the following: “Texas Lt. Governor Dan Patrick
is willing to die to save capitalism. 'm not. 'm ready for
capitalism to die.” Another pointed to the cost in lives lost:
“When capitalism eats itself...Here is Texas Lt. Gov. Dan
Patrick advocating senicide because restarting the economy
is more important than saving millions of American lives.”
An even broader critique of capitalism was found in a com-
parison to environmental policy: “@DanPatrick thinks se-
niors should die so capitalism can keep funneling money to
top 1% ‘for the grandchildren’ but climate action to pro-
tect the planet for them is unnecessary. Because capitalism.”
Another tweet expanded the political-economic critique by
referring to racial inequality: “Dan Patrick is an idiot. Also,
Black and brown grandparents I know definitely don’t
want to die for structures that have never worked in favor
of them and won’t for their grandchildren.”

Assertions of older adults’ worth

Nearly one in five oppositional tweets emphasized
older adults’ economic and social contributions, chal-
lenging stereotypes of older adults as unproductive. One

highlighted unpaid labor: “Many older people are raising
their grandchildren because of inability of parents to care
for them. What happens to those kids if their grandparents
die? Not everyone is as expendable as you, Dan Patrick.”
More often, such justifications presented personal stories,
like the following: “I am raising my two grandchildren. If
I sacrifice myself, who will feed them, cloth them, care for
them when they are sick, help them with their homework
and comfort them when they’re scared, like now.” Another
said: “’'m 65 and I work full time. My husband is 70 and
he works full time. We contribute to the workforce and to
the economy. @DanPatrick has a lot of nerve to suggest
that we step in front of Trump’s bus to slow it down. He
will be able to get tested if he gets sick, we won’t.” Others
noted not only current but also past contributions spanning
decades—as the following tweet illustrates: “My father is a
79 year old navy vet & spent 32 years as a machinist. My
mother is a 68 year old retired lunch lady. Their lives matter
as much as mine and my job.”

Public health arguments

Nine percent of oppositional tweets contained public health
arguments, as did this one: “Hey, @DanPatrick: How ex-
actly is the ‘legacy of our country’ well-served by ignoring
epidemiologists & doing nothing while an ever larger
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segment of our society is wiped out? That’s the worst legacy
we could possibly leave. I hope you enjoyed your 30-second
hit on Tucker tonight.” Another combined a public health
argument with a political-economic one: “Dan Patrick
doesn’t need to sacrifice himself at the altar of free market
capitalism. He can just urge people to stay home, flatten
the curve, be responsible. He can urge Trump to produce
more supplies and masks and tests. Just learn from South
Korea and many of us can live.” Other tweets highlighted
the logical inconsistency of Patrick’s argument, pointing
out that the virus impacts all age groups: “I also want to
clarify that it wouldn’t just be parents or the elderly dying
if people followed morally bankrupt Dan Patrick’s advice.
Many people, including younger ones, would as well. No
one should agree with Dan Patrick’s way of thinking.”

Supportive Tweets

Most of the supportive tweets were straightforward state-
ments, such as the following: “TEXAS Lieutenant gov-
ernor Dan Patrick said the absolute most brilliant thing
you will hear about where we are at right now with this
pandemic.” Some provided justifications, as did this one fo-
cusing on self-reliance: “Lt Gov Dan Patrick says let’s get
back to living and those of us that are 70+, we’ll take care
of ourselves... I think we can get back to work.” Another
justification was patriotism: “Please RT[retweet]!!!! This is
fantastic! Dan Patrick is a true American!” Also referencing
patriotism was the following: “Yup, the left is lying again
about what an America-loving conservative says. Imagine
that. @DanPatrick.” This tweet’s reference to “the left”
hints at political conspiracy, as did another: “but, in the
videos the left is posting, he literally is saying ‘no one called
me and said...” Why is the left pretending he’s calling for the
elderly to die? What on Earth is wrong with you people? Lt
Gov Dan Patrick.”

Discussion

Responses to the pandemic that blithely refer to “only”
older people dying or assume age-based rationing is ap-
propriate illustrate how entrenched ageism is in our so-
ciety (see also Achenbaum, 2015; Butler, 1969; Carlson
et al., 2020; Levy, 2001; Palmore, 2001). But where does
the public draw the line? Less is known about the accept-
able limits of everyday ageism, and we explored them by
examining reactions to the “calculated ageism” that rep-
resents a particularly extreme devaluation of older adults.
Although our data were limited to tweets posted on a single
day, they revealed overwhelming opposition to it, with the
most common critiques centering on its immorality and
its privileging of the economic interests of the powerful.
These patterns reveal that ageism does indeed have bound-
aries, and these are shaped by core beliefs about fairness.
They also are shaped by a bedrock conviction that older

lives have value and older people are not expendable. The
many tweets referencing parents and grandparents imply
that tweeters were not uniformly older, and younger gen-
erations’ opprobrium raises the possibility of intergen-
erational coalitions. This solidarity could be leveraged to
reduce ageism during the pandemic and beyond, perhaps
via nonpartisan affirmations of support for welfare policies
for older Americans (Binstock, 2010) or via new political
coalitions (Earnest and Padavic, 2019) that focus attention
on who benefits from calculated ageism.
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