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 

Gerontolinguistics, an emerging interdisciplinary field bridging linguistics and gerontology, investigates the 

impact of aging on language and communication. With the rapid aging of populations globally, the study of 

linguistic phenomena in older adults has gained increasing importance. In China, gerontolinguistics has seen 

substantial development since its formal introduction in 2019, driven by demographic shifts and the growing need 

for strategies to address the communication challenges of the elderly. This literature review synthesizes the current 

state of gerontolinguistics in China, focusing on its development trajectory, research themes, and future prospects.  
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Introduction 

Gerontolinguistics, an interdisciplinary field that bridges linguistics and gerontology, explores the complex 

interplay between aging and language. With the global increase in aging populations, the study of elderly 

language phenomena has gained significant academic and practical importance. This field not only addresses 

linguistic changes and challenges experienced by older adults, such as pragmatic competence loss and language 

degradation, but also examines how language services and policies can support their communication needs. 

In China, gerontolinguistics is still in its early stages of development, having emerged formally as a 

discipline in 2019. The growing interest in this area is fueled by demographic shifts and the pressing need for 

strategies to improve the linguistic well-being of older adults. Researchers have begun to explore a range of 

topics, from the cognitive and social aspects of language aging to practical interventions such as emergency 

language services and age-friendly communication practices. 

This literature review aims to synthesize the current state of gerontolinguistics in China, examining its 

development trajectory, research themes, and future prospects. By analyzing key studies, it highlights the 

progress made and identifies areas requiring further exploration, emphasizing the importance of interdisciplinary 

collaboration to address the linguistic and cognitive challenges of aging. 

Development of Gerontolinguistics in China 

The study of gerontolinguistics in China can be divided into an incubation period and an initial development 

period. Between 2010 and 2018, only a few relevant papers were published, indicating the field’s early-stage 

development. However, since 2019, publications have gradually increased, with the first monograph on 

gerontolinguistics released in the same year. 
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This shift can be attributed to societal and policy-driven factors. The aging population in China has reached 

significant proportions, prompting national strategies to address the challenges posed by an aging society. As a 

result, the field of gerontolinguistics has begun to attract attention, particularly in its ability to address practical 

concerns related to elderly communication, cognitive decline, and language welfare. Scholars such as Huang 

Lihe played foundational roles in establishing gerontolinguistics as an academic discipline in China. In 2019, Gu 

formally introduced the concept, which has since gained traction as a critical area of interdisciplinary research. 

Research Themes 

Core Dimensions 

Gerontolinguistics is defined as the study of language phenomena and issues within elderly populations. As 

an interdisciplinary field, it bridges linguistics and gerontology, employing empirical research methods to 

address the physical, mental, and emotional health of older adults. 

Huang Lihe emphasized the pragmatic dimension of gerontolinguistics, particularly the loss of pragmatic 

competence. They identified frameworks such as functional pragmatics, neurocognition, and life course studies 

as essential tools for analyzing these deficits. Their work contributes significantly to clinical applications, helping 

to establish theoretical foundations for studying and mitigating age-related linguistic decline. 

Beyond pragmatics, Guo Yadong and Shen Qi examined gerontolinguistics through the lens of urban 

planning, proposing strategies for creating age-friendly environments. These strategies include improving the 

linguistic landscape in urban spaces and addressing barriers to communication during urbanization. By 

integrating gerontolinguistics into urban policies, their research broadens the field’s relevance to societal 

challenges. 

Language Abilities and Phenomena 

Research on elderly language abilities has explored the effects of aging on linguistic production and 

comprehension. Gu Yueguo categorized linguistic phenomena into lossy (e.g., deteriorations in pragmatics) and 

non-lossy categories, providing a macro perspective on how aging impacts communication. 

Similarly, Liu conducted a bibliometric analysis of language aging research from 2003 to 2017, highlighting 

topics such as discourse analysis, spoken language production, and barriers to communication. This research 

underscores the interdisciplinary nature of gerontolinguistics, linking linguistic changes to cognitive and social 

factors. 

In an earlier review, Huang Lihe (2015) identified trends in global research, emphasizing the integration of 

linguistics and cognitive science. Topics such as elderly communication strategies and cognitive aging were 

identified as central areas of inquiry. By synthesizing international findings, Huang provided valuable 

recommendations for advancing Chinese gerontolinguistics, particularly in aligning domestic research with 

global trends. 

Language Services and Welfare 

Language services for the elderly are a critical area of gerontolinguistics, addressing the challenges posed by 

aging-related linguistic decline. These services encompass both normal and emergency contexts, providing 

tailored support to elderly individuals in various settings. 
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Helin and Wang examined the language needs of elderly populations, emphasizing the importance of 

professional language services to address barriers in communication. Their research provides a framework for 

improving linguistic inclusivity, particularly in areas where language access remains limited. 

Focusing on rural populations, Chen and Wu conducted field studies on the linguistic challenges faced by 

elderly individuals in Guangxi. They identified a lack of professional infrastructure and awareness as significant 

barriers to effective language services during emergencies. These findings underscore the necessity of expanding 

public language services, particularly in underserved regions. 

In addition to service provision, Teng advocated for the construction of a language welfare system to 

support elderly individuals. This system would integrate language assistance, rehabilitation, and emotional care, 

ensuring that linguistic services address both practical and psychological needs. Such initiatives highlight the 

potential for gerontolinguistics to improve quality of life through targeted interventions. 

Evaluation and Reflection 

The study of gerontolinguistics in China has seen gradual progress in recent years, yet the field remains 

underdeveloped compared to its Western counterparts. This section evaluates the current achievements, identifies 

key limitations, and reflects on future directions necessary for the advancement of gerontolinguistics. 

One of the most evident challenges is the limited volume of published research. Although the number of 

studies has steadily increased since 2019, the overall output remains insufficient to establish a strong academic 

foundation. Contributions to the field are concentrated among a few scholars and institutions, such as those 

associated with Gu Yueguo and Huang Lihe, which restricts the diversity of perspectives and methodologies 

applied in gerontolinguistic research. 

Compared to well-established areas such as child language acquisition, the study of elderly language 

phenomena is significantly underexplored. This imbalance is partly due to the perception that language 

development primarily concerns early stages of life, while geriatric linguistics is often viewed as a niche field. 

However, the linguistic and cognitive challenges faced by aging populations are equally critical, particularly 

given the demographic shifts in aging societies like China. 

Scope and Relevance 

Despite its limited volume, gerontolinguistics addresses a wide range of relevant topics, including language 

ability, language phenomena, language services, and planning. These topics not only contribute to linguistic 

knowledge but also have practical implications for improving the quality of life for elderly individuals. For 

example, research on pragmatic competence loss can inform clinical interventions for age-related disorders such 

as dementia and aphasia, while studies on language services highlight the need for targeted support in public 

emergencies and daily communication. 

Moreover, gerontolinguistics offers insights into the broader processes of cognitive aging and human 

language development across the lifespan. As a field of study, it bridges linguistic phenomena with social, 

psychological, and cultural dimensions, making it relevant for interdisciplinary research and practical 

applications. 
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Interdisciplinary Collaboration 

The future development of gerontolinguistics depends heavily on interdisciplinary collaboration. Currently, 

the field primarily integrates linguistics with gerontology, but expanding its scope to include neurology, 

psychology, sociology, and cultural studies is essential for a more comprehensive understanding of language 

aging. 

For instance, research on the neural mechanisms of language decline can benefit from advancements in 

neurology, while studies on the social impacts of linguistic changes in elderly populations require insights from 

sociology and psychology. Integrating these disciplines can lead to the development of innovative methodologies 

and holistic approaches to addressing language-related challenges in aging societies. 

Furthermore, collaboration with policymakers and urban planners can enhance the practical impact of 

gerontolinguistics. For example, creating age-friendly linguistic landscapes in urban spaces or improving 

emergency communication services for elderly individuals requires input from both academic researchers and 

practitioners. Such partnerships can ensure that the findings of gerontolinguistics are translated into actionable 

strategies that benefit aging populations. 

Future Directions 

To overcome its current limitations and realize its potential, gerontolinguistics in China must focus on 

several key areas. First, expanding the scope of research is crucial. Topics such as the effects of multilingualism 

on aging, the role of digital communication in elderly language practices, and cross-cultural comparisons of 

language aging are underexplored and merit further investigation. 

Second, improving the quality of research through the adoption of advanced methodologies and 

technologies is essential. Tools such as neuroimaging, eye-tracking, and AI-based linguistic analysis can provide 

more precise insights into the linguistic and cognitive processes of aging. 

Third, fostering international collaboration and establishing dedicated research centers can provide the 

resources and expertise needed to accelerate progress. Collaborations with Western researchers, where the field is 

more developed, can offer valuable opportunities for knowledge exchange and comparative studies. 

Finally, encouraging policy support and funding for gerontolinguistics can create a more supportive 

environment for academic and practical advancements. Government initiatives to promote interdisciplinary 

research and implement findings in public policy can significantly enhance the field’s impact. 

Conclusion 

As China’s aging population continues to grow, gerontolinguistics stands out as a field with significant 

potential to address the linguistic and cognitive challenges faced by older adults. It provides a framework for 

understanding how language and communication evolve in aging populations and offers insights into addressing 

these changes in practical and impactful ways. The field emphasizes the importance of integrating knowledge 

across disciplines, fostering collaborations that can lead to innovative approaches in both research and 

application. By doing so, gerontolinguistics not only deepens our theoretical understanding of language and 

aging but also contributes to creating solutions that improve the daily lives of elderly individuals. Future 

directions in this field should aim to bridge academic findings with real-world applications, ensuring that 

research translates into actionable outcomes. This includes supporting inclusivity, accessibility, and tailored 
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services for older adults, while also informing policy and practices that promote better communication and 

engagement for aging societies. Gerontolinguistics offers a vital perspective on aging, blending academic inquiry 

with societal relevance. Its growth as a discipline will play a key role in enhancing the quality of life for elderly 

individuals and addressing the broader challenges of aging populations in China and beyond. 
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