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Abstract

For along time, a discourse system centered on “anxiety” has taken shape around population aging
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in Chinese society. Expressions such as “demographic tsunami,” “silver-haired crisis,” and “aging
before affluence” pervade public discussion and policy narratives. This negative discourse not only
shapes public pessimism toward an aging society but also profoundly influences the underlying
logic of policymaking—framing older adults as a “burden” to be managed rather than a “resource”
to be developed. Adopting a discourse analysis perspective, this paper systematically examines
three typical narratives of “silver-haired anxiety”—the discourse of economic burden, the discourse
of labor shortage, and the discourse of healthcare abyss—and analyzes their policy consequences
and social effects. On this basis, moving beyond mere discourse critique, the paper explores multi-
ple pathways of discourse reconstruction through a deep transformation of governance thinking:
redefining the triple roles of older adults as consumers, producers, and citizens, promoting a statis-
tical shift from “dependency ratio” to “participation rate,” and accordingly putting forward specific
policy recommendations for fostering social participation among older adults and creating an envi-
ronment of intergenerational integration. This paper argues that changing the narrative is the start-
ing point for changing reality, and building an age-friendly society requires a systematic shift from
discourse to institutions.
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