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Abstract:

Demographic change and growing societal demands for social sustainability and diversity necessitate a
fundamental reassessment of advertising communication directed at older consumers. Building on the
foundational study by Meiners and Seeberger from 2011, this paper investigates how the academic
discourse on age-appropriate advertising for the 50plus target group has developed between 2012 and
2025. The focus lies on the expectations of older consumers regarding value-based communication, the
integration of age-related representations into sustainability discourse, and theoretical as well as
empirical advances in the field of advertising targeting older consumers. Drawing on a narrative-
systematic literature review, this study evaluates scientific contributions published between 2012 and
2025. The findings reveal that core requirements—such as readability, authenticity, and respectful
portrayal—have remained largely unchanged, yet are now more explicitly situated within the broader
framework of social inclusion and corporate responsibility. Simultaneously, a considerable gap persists
between societal aspirations and advertising realities, particularly regarding subtle forms of age
discrimination. This study underscores that age-appropriate advertising must increasingly be recognised
as a strategic element of socially sustainable corporate communication. Organisations that credibly
embrace age diversity contribute not only to societal inclusion but also ensure their long-term relevance
within an ageing society. The results offer actionable insights for sustainable marketing strategies and
highlight key areas for further academic and practical exploration, including a conceptual framework that

traces the evolution of age-inclusive advertising across three analytical dimensions.
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Introduction

Although demographic and societal conditions have continued to evolve since the publication of the
original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011), the phenomenon of age-inadequate advertising
communication towards older consumers persists from a sustainability perspective. Recent data indicate
that approximately 54% of the German population is over the age of 49 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2024),
thereby calling into question the continued relevance of the traditional advertising concept of the “core
target group”. Neglecting this consumer segment affects not only economic interests but also

undermines fundamental principles of social sustainability and corporate responsibility (Trayser, 2008).

The original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011) had already highlighted a significant blind spot in the
age-appropriate design of print advertising. Despite initial efforts to address older target groups more
directly, the essential needs of older consumers continue to be overlooked. Particularly striking is the
discrepancy between the actual societal relevance of the 50-plus demographic and its representation in
advertising media, pointing to shortcomings in the implementation of socially sustainable marketing

strategies (Hartmann-Tews et al., 2015; Hartmann-Tews et al., 2016).

Against this backdrop, the present follow-up study aims to systematically build on the findings of the
original research and to examine their continued relevance for socially sustainable corporate
communication. A particular focus lies on academic literature from the past 13 years, with the aim of
analysing current requirements for age-inclusive and socially responsible advertising design that goes
beyond the traditional core target group of 14- to 49-year-olds. This extended literature review not only
seeks to address existing research gaps but also aims to provide practical impulses for sustainable and

inclusive marketing models that integrate age diversity as a key component.

Building on the insights of the original study, this investigation centres around a key research question
within the framework of social sustainability: How has the academic discourse on age-appropriate
advertising for the 50-plus target group evolved between 2012 and 2025, and what implications arise

from this development for sustainable corporate communication?
This central question is further specified through the following sub-questions:

1. What formal and content-related requirements do older consumers place on the design of
advertising in terms of socially sustainable, value-oriented communication?

2. To what extent have academic publications since 2012 reflected emerging societal trends
concerning representations of age, diversity, and the integration of social sustainability into
advertising strategies?
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3. What theoretical concepts and empirical findings have been developed over the past 13
years to substantiate the perception and impact of advertising on older target groups as an

integral element of sustainable corporate practices?

These questions are addressed through a narrative-systematic literature review, explicitly aligned with
the methodological standards of the original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011), and expanded to

include aspects of sustainability.
Methods and Data

The research process was fundamentally guided by the methodology of the original study but was
expanded to incorporate the perspective of sustainable corporate communication. The systematic
literature review covered the period from January 2012 to January 2025. Primary research sources
included leading academic databases (such as Scopus, EBSCO, GeroLit, Google Scholar) as well as
industry reports addressing sustainability and age diversity as topics of business relevance. In addition,

current academic journals were systematically examined.

The review followed a multi-stage process: Initially, broad search terms such as “advertising for seniors,”

“best ager marketing,” “age diversity in advertising,” and “sustainable advertising practices” were used.
These were then refined through more specific queries aimed at identifying studies that examined the
perception and impact of print advertising within the context of socially sustainable business models.

Targeted manual searches for publications by key authors and institutions were also conducted.

The identified contributions were subjected to a qualitative content analysis that assessed not only their
methodological quality but also their applicability to the field of socially sustainable advertising
communication. The selection process was based on relevance, timeliness and scholarly rigour, with
the methodology of the narrative-systematic literature review serving as the binding analytical
framework. It should be noted that the literature analysed in this study predominantly draws from
Western and industrialised contexts—such as Germany, Japan, and the European Union—which may

limit the generalisability of the findings across more diverse cultural or regional settings.
State of Research

The depiction and perception of older people in advertising have been the subject of academic debate
for several decades, increasingly in the context of social sustainability. As early as the 1970s, Horn and
Naegele (1976) pointed to the one-dimensional nature of age-related advertising messages, in which
older individuals appeared primarily in connection with health products or retirement provision. These
observations have been repeatedly confirmed over the years (Haiduk, 2005; Femers, 2007).
International studies by Festervand & Lumpkin (1985), Hajjar (1997), Lauzen & Dozier (2005), Prieler et
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al. (2010), and Idris & Sudbury-Riley (2016) have further documented the continued presence of ageism

in advertising over the decades.

Meiners & Seeberger (2011) and Meiners et al. (2017) confirmed these internationally observed trends
within the German advertising sector. Their findings demonstrated that older people were often
portrayed in deficit-oriented, humorous or excessively idealised roles. Such representations increasingly
contradict the principles of socially sustainable corporate communication, as they fail to reflect the

diversity and self-perception of older consumers.

More recent studies confirm that portrayals of ageing in advertising continue to oscillate between deficit
models and exaggerated vitality, despite a growing discourse on diversity (Fachinger & Micheel, 2020).
Prieler et al. (2015) and Prieler et al. (2010) showed in an international comparison that stereotypical
representations of age persist in both Japanese and German advertising. Loos & lvan (2018) highlighted
that older consumers continue to show a preference for print media, underlining its relevance for
sustainable communication strategies. Nevertheless, targeted advertising for this demographic remains

marginalised, as industry analyses indicate.

Minichiello et al. (2000) pointed out that age discrimination in advertising often occurs subtly—for
instance, through exclusion or infantilising language. At the same time, studies by Loos (2013) and
Calasanti et al. (2012) document initial efforts towards more differentiated portrayals of older people.
However, such initiatives remain fragmentary, suggesting that the integration of age diversity into

sustainable corporate communication has not yet been systematically realised.
Age as a Life Phase in the Sustainability Discourse

The perception of ageing as an independent and diverse stage of life has undergone substantial change
in academic discourse in recent years. Whereas Meiners & Seeberger (2011) primarily described ageing
as a process of lived experience, more recent approaches highlight the social construction of age
representations in the wider framework of sustainability and social participation. Ayalon and Tesch-
Roémer (2018) underscore that age diversity is now regarded as an integral part of comprehensive
diversity strategies, with sustainable communication explicitly including the recognition and appreciation

of older individuals.

The integration of age into the sustainability discourse follows a dual logic: on the one hand, the focus
lies on social inclusion; on the other, there is a strategic necessity to respond to demographic realities
in marketing and advertising. Carrigan & Szmigin (2000) argue that the neglect of older consumers is
not only economically short-sighted but also ethically questionable. Age-appropriate advertising is

therefore interpreted as a facet of corporate responsibility that contributes to social sustainability.
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However, visual ageism remains a persistent phenomenon. Loos & Ivan (2018) demonstrate that media
continue to depict older people in stereotypical ways—as frail, passive or overly vigorous. These
representations conflict with the lived realities of an active and heterogeneous target group. Sustainable
advertising must therefore convey more nuanced images of ageing that reflect diversity, autonomy and

social participation.

Age is increasingly being negotiated as a social issue in the labour market as well. Studies by Burn et
al. (2019), Burn et al. (2022) and Wu & Sun (2021) reveal that ageist language in job advertisements
not only reduces the likelihood of older individuals applying but also shapes society’s perception of
ageing in a negative way. These insights are directly transferable to advertising: age-discriminatory

content reproduces stereotypical views that are incompatible with sustainable corporate communication.

In this context, the concept of “ambiguous ageism” gains relevance. Brodmerkel & Barker (2021)
describe it as subtle forms of age discrimination conveyed through seemingly neutral language or visual
cues. These mechanisms are particularly pertinent in advertising and demand critical reflection by

companies and agencies to ensure sustainability in the sense of social justice.

Another key issue is digital ageism. Sawchuk (2024), Ajunwa (2018), Chu (2023) and the European
Commission (2023) highlight how older individuals are often structurally disadvantaged in digital
environments—whether through algorithmic bias or through exclusionary design choices. A sustainable

advertising strategy must therefore ensure that digital formats are accessible and inclusive of age.

Finally, the analysis by Stypihska & Nikander (2018) makes it clear that age discrimination must be
understood as a macrostructural phenomenon deeply embedded within social and economic systems.
In this context, age-appropriate advertising can serve as a lever to initiate long-term change in the

portrayal of ageing.

In conclusion, age as a life phase must be redefined within the framework of social sustainability.
Advertising plays a central role in making age diversity visible, challenging stereotypical representations
and promoting the social inclusion of older people. This not only requires a rethinking of advertising
design, but also the strategic embedding of age diversity as a guiding principle of socially sustainable

corporate communication.
Research Findings

The following section presents systematic responses to the key research questions of this study (see
section 2), based on the methodology outlined previously. The aim is to analyse the content-related and
formal requirements of older consumers in advertising, the integration of age representations into

societal sustainability discourses, and theoretical and empirical developments between 2012 and 2025.
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Each of the three research questions is addressed to provide both academically sound and practically

relevant insights.
Content and Formal Expectations of Older Consumers

The original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011) demonstrated that older consumers have clear
expectations concerning advertising design. These included functional demands such as large font
sizes, high contrast, and authentic, everyday portrayals. Nonetheless, advertising aimed at the 50-plus
demographic in 2011 was still characterised by deficit-based portrayals: older individuals were
predominantly portrayed in roles as dependent, financial planners or passive enjoyers. The idea of

advertising as a contribution to social sustainability had barely been developed.

Between 2012 and 2025, the fundamental demands of older consumers have changed little, as
confirmed by recent work from Loos & lvan (2018) and Wu & Sun (2021). The importance of authenticity
and readability remains undisputed. What has emerged more strongly, however, is an awareness of the
diversity within the ageing population. In contrast to 2011, today's consumers increasingly demand a
nuanced portrayal of individual life courses that go beyond generic age classifications. The European
Commission (2023) stresses that social sustainability involves representing older people in their

heterogeneity—regardless of age norms or stereotypical roles.

Whereas Meiners & Seeberger (2011) focused primarily on the commercial relevance of the
demographic, age-inclusive advertising is now increasingly understood as a field of social sustainability
that fosters inclusion and social participation (Esch, 2013). Advertising that removes barriers and
enables age-appropriate communication contributes to social cohesion and is seen as an integral
element of corporate responsibility (Schmidt, 2013). The focus has shifted from a purely market-oriented

perspective to a broader societal responsibility (Kiessling & Babel, 2016; Voit, 2023).
Reflections of Societal Trends in the Academic Discourse

The original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011) noted that age representations in advertising lagged
behind demographic developments. Despite a growing 50-plus population, a youth-centred approach
dominated. Age was either framed as a deficiency or exaggerated vitality. Diversity was a marginal topic,

and social sustainability remained largely unconsidered in marketing.

Since 2012, the societal discourse surrounding diversity and inclusion has broadened considerably.
Scholarly publications increasingly address the topic of ageing and connect it with issues of social
justice. Age representations are increasingly viewed as components of diversity strategies, with social
sustainability established as a guiding principle in advertising communication (Ayalon & Tesch-Rémer,
2018; Burn et al., 2019; Boudreau, 2021).
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Nonetheless, major challenges persist. Chu (2023) and the European Commission (2023) highlight that
age discrimination—particularly in digital contexts—remains widespread, albeit in more subtle forms
than in 2011. Advertising strategies frequently reproduce ageist stereotypes unconsciously, thereby
exposing a gap between societal expectations and practical implementation. While positive examples

of inclusive, sustainable age communication do exist, they remain the exception.

Compared with the situation in 2011, age diversity has indeed entered the discourse, yet it has not been
comprehensively embedded in advertising strategies as a component of social sustainability. Although
the trend towards greater inclusion is evident, its actual implementation in marketing and advertising

practices has been slow.
Theoretical and Empirical Contributions to Sustainable Practice

In 2011, the theoretical focus lay on the concept of the “active older consumer” as a counterpoint to
deficit-based age imagery. The empirical foundation for age-appropriate advertising was limited, and
systematic integration into sustainable corporate practice was virtually non-existent. Advertising for older
consumers was primarily discussed in terms of market potential, rather than corporate social

responsibility.

Between 2012 and 2025, this perspective has shifted. Ayalon & Tesch-Rémer (2018) and Stypinska &
Nikander (2018) developed frameworks that position age diversity as a constituent of socially
sustainable corporate governance. Age-appropriate advertising is now viewed not only as an ethical
obligation but as a strategic necessity within sustainable brand management. The concept of
“ambiguous ageism” (Brodmerkel & Barker, 2021), in particular, illustrates how seemingly neutral

language can subtly convey discriminatory messages—an issue scarcely addressed in 2011.

Empirical studies such as those by Burn et al. (2022) and Burn et al. (2019) provide robust evidence
that age-stereotyped advertising not only has a negative impact on consumer perception but also
undermines trust in companies over the long term. Digital ageism exacerbates this problem across
emerging media channels and demands a rigorous application of sustainable communication principles
(Rosales et al., 2023; Sawchuk, 2024).

Compared to the original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011), a clear paradigm shift is evident: age-
appropriate advertising is now recognised as a component of social sustainability encompassing both
ethical and business dimensions. Advertising directed at older audiences is no longer merely sales-
oriented, but closely linked to a company’s societal responsibility—a development that was at best a

vision in 2011 and is considered a strategic imperative by 2025.

In addition to corporate self-regulation, public institutions and advertising standard-setting bodies play

an essential role in promoting age-inclusive communication. Regulatory frameworks can encourage
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more representative portrayals of older people through awareness campaigns, mandatory diversity
guidelines in publicly funded advertising, or by expanding existing non-discrimination codes to explicitly
include age. Advertising councils and media oversight authorities could serve as mediators between
consumer expectations and industry practices, contributing to long-term societal change by publicly
sanctioning age-stereotyped representations and promoting best-practice benchmarks for inclusive

imagery—as also recommended in the WHO Global Report on Ageism (2021).

Internationally, several regulatory instruments illustrate how policy can actively promote age-inclusive
advertising. In the United Kingdom, the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) enforces the CAP Code,
which prohibits marketing communications from causing serious or widespread offence, including on
the grounds of age (Advertising Standards Authority, n.d.). The ASA has also handled individual
complaints related to ageist portrayals—for example, where older people were depicted in a way that
reinforced harmful stereotypes (Advertising Standards Authority, 2017). Such case-based enforcement
mechanisms help set boundaries for acceptable advertising content and raise awareness of age
inclusivity in commercial media. In Australia, the AANA Code of Ethics—administered by Ad Standards—
explicitly prohibits advertising content that discriminates based on age, offering a formal mechanism
through which consumers can challenge ageist portrayals (Australian Association of National
Advertisers [AANA], 2022). These examples demonstrate how national advertising regulators can act

as safeguards against ageism while fostering more inclusive commercial communication environments.
Conceptual Framework

To advance the theoretical dimension of this study, the author proposes a conceptual framework that
synthesises the evolving understanding of age-inclusive advertising within the broader discourse of
socially sustainable marketing. This framework illustrates the transformation of age-related advertising
practices along three analytical dimensions: (1) representational logic, (2) communicative function, and

(3) organisational framing.

Historically, advertising for older consumers was rooted in a deficit-oriented representational logic,
portraying ageing primarily through lenses of vulnerability, dependence, or nostalgia. As societal debates
on diversity and inclusion gained traction, a corrective phase emerged, promoting active ageing and

vitality—yet often fell into the trap of tokenistic idealisation.

The current shift suggests a move towards a pluralistic paradigm, in which older people are recognised
as heterogeneous actors with diverse lifestyles, values, and media preferences. This paradigm aligns
with sustainability principles by fostering authentic, inclusive, and barrier-free communication.

Simultaneously, the communicative function of age-appropriate advertising evolves: from mere
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transactional engagement (sales and persuasion) towards relational legitimacy, supporting social

inclusion, visibility, and voice for marginalised age groups.

Finally, within the organisational framing, age-inclusive communication is no longer treated as a tactical
market adaptation but is increasingly embedded in strategic CSR and sustainability reporting. Here,
advertising becomes a public commitment to intergenerational justice and equitable stakeholder

representation.

This conceptual framework not only synthesises developments in age-inclusive advertising but also
extends the theoretical understanding of socially sustainable corporate responsibility. By linking
representational logic, communicative function, and organisational framing in a diachronic model, the
framework moves beyond individual-level messaging strategies and embeds advertising within broader
organisational and ethical contexts. This triangulated perspective enriches existing CSR theory by
framing inclusive advertising as a tangible enactment of intergenerational equity, stakeholder inclusion,
and legitimacy-building. It also expands advertising theory by repositioning older consumers from

marginalised segments to central agents within sustainability-driven communication strategies.

A Conceptual Framework for Age-inclusive
Advertising within Socially Sustainable Marketing

1 REPRESENTATIONAL LOGIC
Deficit-oriented —— Pluralistic paradigm
v
2 COMMUNICATIVE FUNCTION
Transactional engagement — Relational legitimacy
v

3 ORGANISATIONAL FRAMING
Tacticalmarket ______, Strategic CSR and
adaptation sustainability reporting

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework
Discussion

This study clearly affirms that the issue of age-appropriate advertising remains highly relevant
throughout the period from 2012 to 2025—both from an economic and a societal perspective. Despite
demographic shifts and the growing discourse around social sustainability and diversity, the integration

of older target groups into advertising communication strategies continues to be insufficient.
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In comparison with the original study by Meiners & Seeberger (2011), however, a marked shift in
perspective can be observed: whereas the economic neglect of the 50-plus market was the primary
focus in 2011, current discourse increasingly interlinks age-appropriate advertising with questions of
social justice and corporate responsibility. Today, age-inclusive advertising is being discussed as an

integral component of socially sustainable corporate communication.

At the same time, a gap persists between societal expectations and advertising practice. Studies such
as Burn et al. (2022) and the European Commission (2023) make it clear that age-stereotyped portrayals
in advertising remain widespread—albeit in more subtle forms than in 2011. This indicates a structural

inertia within the advertising industry, which continues to adapt only slowly to social change.

Nevertheless, the analysis also demonstrates an expanded understanding of age diversity. Older
consumers are no longer addressed solely in terms of functional characteristics (e.g., font size, contrast)
but are increasingly recognised as a heterogeneous group with diverse life paths and value orientations.
The demand for authentic, lifelike representations and the incorporation of diversity into brand

communication are gaining in relevance.

The concept of sustainability is also being interpreted more holistically: social sustainability today
encompasses not only the avoidance of age discrimination, but also the active promotion of social
participation and inclusion of older people. Advertising thus fulfils a dual function in this context: as an

economic tool and as a social voice shaping age-related imagery.

The theoretical foundation has developed substantially since 2011. Concepts such as “ambiguous
ageism” (Brodmerkel & Barker, 2021) and “digital ageism” (Chu, 2023) raise awareness of new forms of

age discrimination while offering practice-oriented entry points for sustainable corporate communication.

In sum, this analysis shows that age-appropriate advertising must now be understood as a strategic
interface between economic success and social responsibility. Companies that credibly embed age
diversity in their communication contribute actively to social sustainability—and at the same time secure

their long-term relevance in an ageing society.
Conclusion

This follow-up study has demonstrated that the academic discourse on age-appropriate advertising for
the 50-plus target group has developed significantly between 2012 and 2025. Today, age-inclusive
advertising is no longer viewed merely as a marketing task but is understood as an essential component
of socially sustainable corporate governance. Nevertheless, a considerable implementation gap persists

between societal demands for diversity and their practical realisation within the advertising industry.
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The core expectations of older consumers—authenticity, legibility, and respect—have remained
constant in their essence but have increasingly been recontextualised through the societal discourse on
social sustainability. Age-appropriate advertising is increasingly perceived as a means of promoting

social participation.

Academic publications document a growing sensitivity to age-related discrimination while also
highlighting structural inertia within the advertising landscape. Theoretical frameworks and empirical
studies from the past thirteen years provide important stimuli for designing sustainable advertising

strategies.
This leads to a clear strategic imperative for businesses:

e Age-inclusive advertising must not be treated as a niche concern, but rather integrated as
a key element of socially sustainable corporate communication.

e This requires a deliberate engagement with representations of age, a nuanced approach to
target group communication, and the courage to question traditional advertising paradigms.

¢ Only those who recognise age diversity as an opportunity will benefit in the long term from
the social and economic relevance of the 50-plus demographic—and simultaneously

contribute to building a more inclusive and socially sustainable society.
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