


Wrong.

The suicide numbers have actually gone down when it comes to teenagers and

young adults.
The group that leads the way?

Old men. Particularly old white men. If that sounds like a pejorative — old
white men — well, perhaps that’s part of the problem.

Why are we doing this to our seniors?

According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the suicide rate
for men over 75 was about twice as high as for men between 15-24. Men 85

and older had the highest rate of all ages.

And elderly white males had the highest percentage of any ethnic and gender
group.

Shouldn’t we be curious about that?

Experts have spent time analyzing the data. Some suggest that older white

males lack the coping mechanisms for dealing with declining health. Some
claim older white men are more used to keeping their feelings hidden about

such things.

Some point to the fact that the majority of American suicides are by firearm,
and older white men are more likely than other groups to have guns and be

willing to use them.

All these factors are likely true to some degree. But what I'm not reading in
these explanations is anything about how American society treats its elderly.

And I think we’re missing something important.

In her noted book, “Breaking the Age Code: How Your Beliefs About Aging
Determine How Long & Well You Will Live," Dr. Rebecca Levy makes notable






The director was making a statement.

Unless it’s your own grandparents — for which everyone seems to make an
exception — we treat the elderly in America with indifference or intolerance.
We complain that they slow things down. We joke that they can’t keep up with
technology. We all but ignore them with advertising and programming. We
mock them with expressions like “OK, Boomer” or “Get Off My Lawn Guy.”

And we use the phrase “old white men” as an insult.

No wonder some slow-moving, 85-year-old American males don’t feel very

hopeful about their place in society.

How we all could help

There is a definite connection between how a society treats its members and
how they feel about themselves. As Levy writes: “In study after study ... I
found that older people with more positive perceptions of aging performed
better (on tests); were more likely to recover from severe disability; they
remembered better; they walked faster, and they even lived longer.”

In other words, if you feel your culture values you, you are more likely to value
yourself. And the more positively you feel about your aging, the longer you are

likely to live.

So perhaps we should reevaluate how we treat elderly people in this country.
We should eliminate mocking portraits of doddering old men and women as
swiftly as we now eliminate stereotypes of Black people, Asian people or
LGBTQ+ people.

We should consider phrases that insult older people — like “old white men” —
as hateful as those that insult ethnic or gender groups.



And we should find ways to honor our elderly that don’t feel condescending,
forced or pathetic. To do that, we have to believe in our hearts that growing
old is a gift, and that our senior years are something to aspire to, not avoid.

Mel Brooks had it right. It’s will to live that will keep you going. But the
“doctor” has to be inside us, and his prescription has to be hope. We would all
rally to save the lives of our youngest citizens. Why shouldn’t we do the same

for our oldest?

Contact Mitch Albom: malbom@freepress.com. Check out the latest updates
with his charities, books and events at MitchAlbom.com. Follow

him @mitchalbom.

Suicide prevention help

If you or someone you know is struggling or in crisis, you can contact 988
Lifeline by calling or texting 988 or chat at 988lifeline.org. You also can call
911, go to the nearest emergency room. The National Institute of Mental
Health, a federal agency, also notes warning signs and risk factors.
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