
H ow do you sound when you 
describe your “senior living” com-
munity to prospective residents, 

their children and the media? how do you 
talk about what you do with those people 
you are already serving?

Passion and commitment aside, could 
the words you are using cast a less than 
positive image in a person’s mind, even 
though those words might be accurate?

Put yourself in the customer’s shoes. 
What do you see in your mind’s eye when 
you hear these words:

facility
elderly
admission

do these words connect in a positive 
way to the active, vibrant older adult who 
is considering moving to your commu-
nity? and is there any reason to think they 
sound good to those who are already in 
need of a higher level of care?

if the answer is no, then you may be 
limiting your market and perpetuating 
negative stereotypes of aging, senior living 
and senior services.

each of us conjures a unique mental 
picture upon hearing a spoken word. 
unfortunately, the aging-services field is 
filled with “dirty words” and acronyms 
that conjure up unpleasant images or con-
fuse, alienate and offend people. even the 
word “senior” itself may cause people to 
eliminate themselves from your prospect 
pool.

for examples of dirty words and better 
alternatives, see the sidebar on p. 9.

these words serve to keep negative 
images about the aging process alive, and 
can create emotional and communication 
barriers between our customers and our-
selves. Perhaps it is time to eliminate these 

•
•
•

terms from our vocabulary and adopt an 
inclusive, universal language.

Universal	Language
What is “universal language”? this isn’t 
about being politically correct. it is a phi-
losophy about speaking and writing in 
words that connect and appeal to every-
one, allowing more people to relate to 
you, your community and your services. it 
avoids miscommunication and misunder-
standings that arise when using terms and 
acronyms specific to our field. it does not 
offend, stereotype, alienate or exclude.

Consider the following accurate descrip-
tion of services offered at a continuing 
care retirement community:

“Welcome to our facility. The front 
doors lock at eight o’clock every night and 
there is an emergency call system in your 
unit. You can take our bus to doctor’s 
appointments and have tray service in 
your room when you are sick. We also 
have activities here seven days a week.”

an exaggeration? Perhaps. but it is 
no wonder people say, “i’m not ready 
yet!” does this community sound warm, 
welcoming and vibrant to you? or does 
it sound like a place for the sick and 
frail? how could you convey these same 
thoughts using universal language?

“Welcome to Bridgewater Place. Our 
concierge is here daily for your conve-
nience, and we have state-of-the-art 
systems for your safety and comfort. You 
may have noticed the campus vehicle as 
you arrived. Some of our members take 
advantage of our complimentary driving 
service for those times when they prefer 
not to drive, perhaps to go to the airport 
or to the theater. Take-out service is avail-

Speaking a Universal Language
Connecting With Consumers, Residents and Clients With Words That Work

by Jackie  Stone

For a field that is rightly concerned about 
how it is portrayed in the media and popu-
lar culture, aging services remains home to 
a lot of jargon that only helps to reinforce 
the worst—and usually inaccurate—ste-
reotypes about senior living and services.

Using “universal language” means under-
standing that even the most innocuous 
of terms can set off negative reactions in 
consumers, and that we must be more 
conscious that the language we use has to 
connect and appeal to the widest possible 
audience. Using universal language does 
not mean sacrificing accuracy or honesty, 
however.

Also included is the story of one provider 
that is disciplining itself to develop a lan-
guage of inclusion, and a glossary of “dirty 
words” to avoid, along with suggested 
alternatives.
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able for those times when you prefer not 
to dine in the restaurant. In addition, 
Bridgewater Place has a full-time cultural 
arts director who plans recreational, edu-
cational, cultural and social programs 
based on the interests and preferences of 
the people who live here.”

Words	of	Caution
be clear about what your community is 
and who it is for. being vague to avoid 
dirty words can lead to confusion. if you 
are a continuing care retirement commu-
nity that offers a life care contract, say so 
and make clear what that means. if you are 
talking about senior housing, assisted liv-

portray it as a health and fitness club. you 
can still be truthful while using universal 
language.

Who	Should	Use		
Universal	Language?
the short answer? everyone. While the 
marketing staff of your community has 
the most obvious impact on prospective 
clients or residents, everyone with whom a 
visitor comes in contact—or accidentally 
overhears—has the opportunity to offend 
them and should be taught to speak and 
write in universal terms. and this isn’t just 
about marketing; it’s about quality of life, 
a positive attitude and honesty for your 

ing or skilled nursing, clearly convey your 
services and benefits so that you are not 
spending valuable time clarifying misper-
ceptions that we know are widespread.

be honest. While it’s a good idea to 
choose words that foster a positive mental 
image of your community, it’s imperative 
that the words you choose are an accurate 
representation of what it really is.

do not go to extremes or pretend that 
your community is something that it is 
not. if you do not have resort amenities 
or a country club atmosphere, do not sug-
gest that you do. if your exercise room is 
a vacant apartment with two old, donated 
exercise bikes and a treadmill, do not try to 

Seeking a Language of Inclusion
by	Cathy	Ritter

Let me acknowledge right away that my organization is sitting in a big glass house on the topic 
of “universal” language.

In a recent corporate restructuring, we created a parent company to house our various 
enterprises, and named it Friendship Senior Options. In a similar vein, we called one of 
its new subsidiaries the Friendship Senior Service Foundation. With the ink barely dry on 
paperwork confirming the not-for-profit status of those entities, we already question use 
of the word “senior” in their titles.

It’s a debate unlikely to be resolved anytime soon that nevertheless appears to be play-
ing out in communities for adults 62-plus across the nation. A 2006 edition of Z-News, 
Ziegler Capital Markets Group’s weekly online newsletter, offered a lineup of organizations 
that recently had shed the words “aged,” “senior” and even “Christian” from their titles in 
efforts to present a more inclusive public image.

Our own quest to express a language of inclusion is spurred by research showing how 
off-putting words like “elderly” and even “retirement” can be. A 2006 Bank of Montreal 
study found that retirement is no longer about surrendering to a slower, more leisurely 
lifestyle.

As critical as this realization is to the future health of our field, this topic appears to be 
largely uncharted territory, with no “endorsed” language of choice. At Friendship Village 
of Schaumburg, our own list of language do’s and don’ts draws heavily upon a Universal 
Language Handbook created by our development partner, RLS.

Word of mouth has also played a role. Many of us have labored to replace “industry” 
with “field” when referring to our work.  Why use a word that conjures up images of 
smokestacks to describe a field (“profession” is good, too) that is all about people?

continued on page 10 

Each of us conjures a unique mental picture upon hearing a spoken word. 
Unfortunately, the aging-services field is filled with “dirty words” and acronyms 

that conjure up unpleasant images or confuse, alienate and offend people.
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No “Units” for Me!
current residents and all others with a 
connection to your organization.

apply universal language to phone 
calls, voice mails, water cooler chat, 
public conversations, meetings, training 
sessions, e-mails, brochures, Web sites, 
signage, advertising and more. to make a 
difference, your whole team needs to be 
involved.

awareness of the impression our words 
may have on our listeners is essential 
if we wish to connect with people, and 
ultimately make them part of our commu-
nities. the words we use every day need 
to be chosen carefully so that everyone 
we speak with feels welcome, comfortable 
and informed, and so they can be excited 
about moving into the community—or 
speak highly about it when they walk 
away. 

Jackie Stone is principal, marketing and 

sales, for RLS, LLC, Hartford, Conn.

Avoid the “F Word”
Would	you	want	to	live	in	a	“facility”?



A Universal Language Glossary

“DIRTY” WORDS UNIVERSAL WORDS

Activities Cultural, recreational, educational and leisure programs; lifelong learning

Admission Move in, become a member, join the community

Aged, Elderly People, individuals, those age 62-plus, older/mature adults

Alzheimer’s or Dementia Unit Memory support area; or use the name of the area, e.g., “Reflections at 
The Willows”

Arts and Crafts; Arts and Crafts 
Room

Creative arts, art studio, artists’ workshop, studio, painting studio, pottery 
studio

Basement Lower level, terrace level, garage level

Beauty / Barber Shop Salon, hair salon, salon and spa

Bed Apartment home, apartment, accommodation, suite, residence

Bus Transportation services, coach, shuttle, chauffeur service

Care Service, amenity, attention, personal service(s)

Depositor Charter member, future resident

Dietary Department Dining and Hospitality Services

Dining room/dining program Restaurant, café, bistro, dining venue(s), restaurant-style dining, or call it 
by name if it has one

Discharge Move-out, change residences, leave, go home, depart

Facility Community, campus, accommodations, neighborhood, the name of the 
community — “Friendship Village”

Fitness Center Health club, health and fitness club, gym

Gift Shop Market, market café, store, shop, boutique, emporium

Locked Unit, Secured Area Secure area

Mini-mental Health assessment

Nursing Home, The Home, SNF Health care center, skilled nursing center, rehabilitation services, use the 
name — Briarwood

Patient Person, individual, member, resident

Project Community, campus, the name of the community — Tallgrass at Mill 
Creek

Put, place, placement Move, join the community, become a member of the campus

Room Apartment home, suite, accommodation

Semi-private Shared accommodation

Senior, senior citizen People, person, individual, person 62-plus, mature adult, older adult

Tray Service Take-out, home delivery service

Unit Home, residence, apartment home, cottage, accommodation, 
neighborhood
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sound institutional? Did it show appropri-
ate respect for our residents or prospects? 
Thus, harsh-sounding “dementia unit” was 
abandoned in favor of “memory support 
area/neighborhood,” while crass “deposi-
tor”—a term that reduces the future 
resident relationship to a financial transac-
tion—becomes “Charter Member” in our 
organization.

Our own language exercise also encom-
passed development of a naming convention 
for our community, both to name spaces in 
our newest neighborhood and to create 
names for parts of our community that had 
gone without for our 30-year history.

We invited residents to choose between 
two slates to name seven pavilions that 
had been known historically only by letters 
of the alphabet. Rejecting a slate based on 

In compiling our own list of acceptable 
terms, we developed a two-fold test for 
deciding whether a word passed mus-
ter: Did the word make Friendship Village 

Croswell Trace, the cottage homes at 

Friendship Village: Are we doing ourselves 

any favors by calling this a “facility”?

Can a common, seemingly harmless word 

have meanings and connotations that inspire 

a negative mental picture for some people? 

Yes!

Image courtesy of Visual Thesaurus 

(www.visualthesaurus.com), 

© 1998-2007 Thinkmap, Inc. 

All rights reserved.

the names of Chicago streets, they opted 
for a list based on our 60-acre community’s 
close connection with nature. A, B, C, D, E, 
F & G pavilions now are known as Apple, 
Birch, Cherry, Dogwood, Elm, Forest and 
Gingko pavilions.

Retraining our tongues has not been 
easy. As a gentle reminder to our leader-
ship team, we borrowed another page from 
RLS’ handbook and created a system of 
modest fines. A violation of “Villagese” 
costs 25 cents.

I’m sorry to report that my red plastic 
piggy bank rattles with a collection of my 
own quarters. 

Cathy Ritter is vice president of marketing 

communications for Friendship Senior 

Options Inc., Schaumburg, Ill.

continued from page 7 
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