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Age dicrimination

Assessing young university students’ behaviour regarding age 
discrimination

Abstract
Aim: Ageism is the reflection in the behaviors of a mature person’s attitudes; he develops without considering 
any variable. Old age, like the other stages of life, is an inevitable condition applicable to all human beings. 
This cross-sectional and comparative study aims to assess the attitudes of the students from two universities 
located in two different parts of Turkey towards old age, and to determine the relevant factors.

Methods: In the current study planned to be comparative and cross-sectional, students attending universities 
in the provinces of Yozgat and Kastamonu constituted the universe. The study has been completed, without 
any sampling method, with the participation of all the students reachable. It was completed between March 
2012 and April 2012, before the end of the academic year. Socio-demographic features forms and ageism 
attitude scale (AAS) have been used to collect data. For statistical analyses, use was made of means, standard 
deviations, medians, maximum and minimum values, percentages, one way Anova test and independent t-test.

Results: It has been found in the study that the median of the students’ total AAS scores was 72.29 (min=37-
max=96), the mean of the sub-dimension “limiting the life of the aged” was 30.16 and the sub-dimension of 
negative ageism was 19.17. It has been determined that the mean age of the students was 20.77±2.59 (N=349) and 
that the mean age of the female students was lower than that of the male students. According to the findings 
from the study, the age and number of siblings have not been found correlated to scale score.

Conclusion: It has been found that the attitude scores of the participating students were positive. We used the 
AAS to see how their attitudes towards elderly people changed depending on their experiences. The AAS scale 
showed that older students and those with grandparent role models had better attitudes towards older adults.
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Introduction
Approximately 10% of the Turkish population is 65 years and over. In 
our time, average life expectancy, regardless of gender, is 70 years 
and above.1 Accordingly, a stagnating social structure can be said to be 
developing in Turkey. Old age is regarded as a weakening process in all 
the activities of life, in productivity.2

In our time, the elderly individuals in most societies are exposed to 
ageism, which generally results from negative attitudes of the other 
groups in the society have towards the elderly individuals and aging. 
Ageism is a multi-dimensional term which covers behaviors and actions 
reflecting different attitudes and prejudice, exhibited to an individual 
because of that person’s age per se.3

Granting that in the future the proportion of the aged population will 
further increase, and that they will be regarded as a burden on the 
society, the attitudes of the society towards ageism should be assessed 
now. The studies on university students’ attitudes towards the aged 
have revealed that the students having favorable communication with 
their grandparents have more positive attitudes towards the elderly.4,5

In the study by Scott et al. on high school students, however, it has 
been determined that the students who come together with their 
grandparents at least once a week have more positive attitudes towards 
the aging process.6 While respect to the elderly, compliance with their 
orders and advice, and standing to protect them is a traditional and 
invariable expectation, the status and respectability of the elderly in a 
society are changing.
The increase in urbanization, migrations, and industrialization, financial 
difficulties, introduction of women to the labor force, transition from 
the structure of extended family to the structure of nuclear family, and 
the swift changes in social life have resulted in major changes in family 
structures especially in big cities.7

This study has been conducted with a view to determining the attitudes, 
as well as the influencing factors, towards old age of university 
students comprising, in parallel to changing social structure, almost 
the most active group of the society.

Materials and Methods
The current study, which aims to determine the attitudes of university 
students towards the discrimination of the elderly and the factors 
influencing these factors, has been done descriptively. The students 
from 2 different universities located in Yozgat and Kastamonu comprise 
the universe of the study. Questionnaires have been administered 
to 349 students- 110 female and 239 male. The study was completed 
with 349 students in total, for various reasons such as being absent 
from school on the day the questionnaires were administered, or their 
refusal to participation in the study.
Data has been collected through semi-structured questionnaires and 
the Ageism Attitude Scale (AAS). Semi-structured questionnaires forms 
have been prepared in the light of the data obtained from the relevant 
literature.3 The preliminary application of the questionnaire forms has 
been done on 50 voluntary students from the Bozok University Health 
College.
A questionnaire is a form to be used for collecting data regarding 
the demographic features of individuals. These forms are intended to 
question the students’ age, sex, the place where they have spent most 
of their lives, their status of siblings, their year at university, presence 
or absence of an elderly individual in need of care in their family, 
presence or absence of individuals in their environment aged 65 and 
above, presence of elderly people in the family and if the answer is yes, 
where that person lives, the type of dwelling if they are living together 
with an elderly person, presence or absence of a room in the dwelling 
exclusively used by the elderly person.

Ageism attitude scale has been used to determine the students’ 
attitude towards ageism. This scale consisting of 23 items in total 
enables it to determine whether or not the students’ attitude towards 
ageism is positive. It is a scale of Likert type graded through 0-5 
points. The response to the scale is the total of the points assigned to 
each item. If the student totally agrees with the item related with the 
positive attitude towards ageism, 5 is assigned to this item. Similarly 
if the student agrees, he gets 4 points; undecided 3 points; disagree 2 
points; definitely disagree 1 point.
As for the sentences of negative attitude towards ageism, the scoring 
system is diametrically opposite to the one given above. In other words, 
if the student agrees entirely, this is 1 point. Correspondingly, agrees 
2 points, undecided 3 points; disagree 4 points; definitely disagree 
5 points. Maximum total score can get from the scale is 115 points, 
while the minimum is 23. The highest score indicates that an individual 
student has positive attitude whereas the lowest indicates that he has 
negative attitude towards ageism. In the scale ageism is studied in 
3 dimensions as restricting the life of the elderly (9 items), positive 
discrimination against the elderly (8 items), and negative discrimination 
against the elderly (6 items).
The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient of the scale has been 
determined to be 0.80.3 However, in the current study it has been 
determined to be 0.58. Written consent for the study was obtained 
from relevant institution. Data collection forms were administered 
to the participating students in 2 state universities in Yozgat and 
Kastamonu between January 1st and April 1st 2012. The administration 
of the questionnaire was started when the students had a break and 
with the verbal consent of the teacher in charge, the first 5-10 minutes 
of the class time was allocated to the application of the questionnaires.
Care was taken to make sure that the students filled out the forms 
individually, and this application took approximately 20 minutes. The 
participants have not been given any award (extra marks, money or 
anything) in return for their participation. Prior to the application of the 
questionnaires, students’ written informed consents were obtained.
Using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) for Windows, the data 
collected through questionnaires were transferred by the researchers 
to computer. Normality controls for continuous measurements were 
tested through Shapiro-Wilk test, and it was determined that they had 
a normal distribution. For the analyses of the data use was made of 
means, standard deviation, median, minimum and maximum values, 
percentages, oneway Anova test and independent t test. In the study 
the students’ socio-economic features were independent variables, 
and Ageism Attitude Scale (AAS) was dependent variable.

Results
It was discovered in the study that 66.8% of the students were in their 
first year of education, 14.9% the second year, 14.6% the third year, and 
3.7% the fourth year students. Of the students, 53.3% were aged 20-21 
years, and 50.4% were living in the provincial center. As for their sexes, 
31.5% were male and 68.5% female. Of the participants, 44.1% responded 
that they had 3-4 siblings (Table 1).
It was determined that 23.5% of the participants had elderly individuals 
in need of care in their environment and 62.8% had elderly individuals 
in their environment. Nearly half (45.1%) of the students who stated 
that there were elderly individuals in their relatives, 61.8% stated the 
elderly individuals lived with their spouses in the dwellings of their own, 
20.7% lived together with their immediate relatives, and 12.2% alone and 
together with the students’ parents.
It was detected that the elderly individuals living with the relatives of 
21.6% of the students had a chronic disease, and the elderly individuals 
living with the relatives of 178 of the students were in need of care. The 
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examination of the types of the dwellings shared jointly by the elderly 
individuals and the students’ parents has revealed that 44% of those 
elderly people live in a detached house, heated with firewood or coal 
stoves, while 32% live in shanty houses. Forty-five percent who have 
said that there are elderly individuals living with their parents have stated 
that there is an extra room exclusively for that individual (Table 1).
Results related with the mean score the students get from AAS and its 
subdimensions
Proximity of the AAS mean scores to 115 indicates that the student has 
a positive attitude towards ageism, whereas a mean of AAS score close 

to 23 indicates that the student has negative attitudes towards ageism. 
In the study, the median of the students’ AAS total score was 72.29 with 
a minimum of 37 and a maximum of 96. These findings signify that the 
students have positive attitude towards ageism (Table 2).

In the study it was determined that the means of the sub-dimension 
of the sections “Restricting the Elderly’s Life”, “Positive Discrimination 
against the Elderly”, and “Negative Discrimination against the Elderly” 
were 22.96, 30.16, and 19.17, respectively. These findings demonstrate 
that the students have positive attitudes towards the sub-dimension 
of the AAS (Table 2).
Findings regarding the relationship between the means of the students’ 
AAS scores and the factors thought to influence the students’ attitude
It has been determined that the means of the AAS scores increases as 
the level of the class the student attends increases. While the mean 
of the first year students’ AAS score is 71.94, that of the 3rd and 4th 
year is 72.45. Statistical assessments have revealed that the difference 
between the means of the students’ AAS scores in relation to the class 
they attend is significant (P > 0.05) (Table 3).
When the mean of the students’ AAS scores is studied in relation to 
their ages, it is seen that as the students’ age increases, the mean 
of their AAS scores diminishes. The mean of the AAS scores of the 
students aged 19 years and below is 73.28, in comparison with 71.72 
for the students aged 22 years and above. In statistical analyses, the 
difference between the means of AAS scores of the students in relation 
to their ages was found statistically insignificant (P > 0.05) (Table 3).
When the effect of the gender on the mean of the students’ AAS scores 
was studied, it was found that the female students’ AAS mean score 
(71.30) was lower than that of the male students, the difference being 
statistically insignificant (P > 0.05). It has been determined that as the 
number of the students’ siblings rises the mean of their AAS scores 
also rises. Statistically insignificant as it is, while the mean of AAS 
scores of the students with 1-2 siblings is 71.38, that of the students 
with 5 or more siblings goes up to 73.06 (P > 0.05) (Table 3).
While the mean of AAS scores of the students who have stated that 
the place where they lived the longest was a province is 72.99, that of 
the students who said they have lived in towns and villages the longest 
were found to be 72.99, the difference being statistically insignificant 
(P > 0.05) (Table 3).
In this study it has been ascertained that the mean of AAS scores 
of the students with an elderly individual in need of care in their 
environment are similar to that of the students with no elderly person 
in need of care in their environment (72.36). It has also been found 
that the mean of AAS scores of the students with an elderly individual 
in their environment (72.78) is greater than that of their counterparts 
without any counterparts in their environment (71.46). Nevertheless, the 
difference has been found statistically insignificant (P > 0.05) (Table 3).
The mean of the AAS scores of the students who said the elderly person 
among the relatives was living in his own dwelling with his spouse was 
74.77, that of the students who said the elderly person lived together 
with the respective student’s parents was 70.36, and finally that of the 

Table 1. Students Characteristics of Distribution

Table 2. Distribution of AAS And The Average Score of the Students Take 
From the Sub-Dimensions.
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students who said the elderly person lived in a care and rehabilitation 
center was 69.73, the difference being statistically insignificant (p > 
0.05) (Table 3).
While the mean of AAS scores of the students who said that the elderly 
person in their family had a chronic disease was 72.17, that of their 
counterparts with an elderly person with no chronic disease was 71.32. 
It has been found that the students who have stated that the elderly 
person among their relatives requires care (71.82) and those who have 
stated that the elderly person does not require care (71.44) had similar 
mean of AAS scores though the difference between them has not been 
found statistically significant (P > 0.05) (Table 3).

Discussion
Granted that the population of our country is increasing progressively, 
it can be assumed that the young will regard the elderly individuals as 
a burden, and their attitude towards elderly discrimination will be even 
more negative. Therefore, it has been deemed important to determine 
the attitude towards ageism of the young people, who comprise a great 
majority of our population.
Finding from this study demonstrates that the students have relatively 
positive attitudes towards ageism. Again the data obtained indicates 
that the students have positive attitude towards the sub-dimensions of 
the AAS (Table 2). In this study, it has been ascertained that the mean 
of the AAS scores of the university students in Yozgat and Kastamonu 
is 72.29 (minimum 37 and maximum 96), which indicates that the 
university students living in different cities have positive attitudes 

towards ageism (Table 2).
This positive attitude is thought to have resulted from the still ongoing 
effects of the concepts in Turkish culture related with old age and from 
such concepts as respect for the elderly, listening to and complying 
with what they say, standing to protect the elderly, which were 
traditional and invariable expectations.
There is a multitude of studies indicating that university students 
have positive attitude to elderly individuals. In the current study, the 
students’ attitudes towards elderly individuals were assessed using a 
scale.8,9 Our findings from the current study are consistent with the 
findings from other studies indicating that the students have positive 
attitudes towards the elderly individuals.
On the other hand, although the scales related with the attitudes 
towards the elderly have been used also in other similar studies 
intended to determine the attitudes of university students’ attitudes 
towards elderly individuals, the results have turned out to be negative.4,10

In the studies in which Moyle, and Reuben et al., have studied the 
attitudes of nursing students and medical students, respectively, 
towards elderly individuals, it has been found that the students have 
had negative attitudes towards the elderly, as is clear from their 
comments on the elderly (“The elderly cannot keep pace with changes”; 
“The elderly are continually ill; “The elderly are angry”).11,12

In addition, it is also quite important that the factors affecting the 
students’ attitude towards ageism be determined. Therefore, in the 
current study not only the students’ attitude towards ageism but also 
the factors thought to affect such behaviors have been examined.

Table 3. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Students Score Means Distribution of AAS.

F= Oneway Anova Testi		
t= Independent t Testi  
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In our study, it has been determined that as the levels of the class 
the students attend rise, their mean AAS scores also rise. However, 
when their mean AAS scores are studied in relation to their ages, it 
has been determined that their scores diminish as their ages rise. The 
assessment of their attitude towards ageism revealed no difference (p 
> 0.05) (Table 3).
In the studies on medical students by Hughes et al. and Wilkinson et al., 
the 4th year students’ attitudes towards elderly individuals have been 
found more favorable than those of their first-year counterparts,13,14 
which stands in total contrast to the result from our study. However, it 
is an important finding in our study that the students’ score of ageism 
diminish or become more unfavorable as their age and the level of 
class they attend rise. A possible interpretation of this result may be 
that students acquire negative attitudes towards old age for reasons 
such as their increasing responsibility during their university education 
and thereafter, and the hardship they suffer in business and life 
conditions. In the study by Scott et al. on junior and senior high school 
students also, it has been found that the senior high school students’ 
attitudes towards aging process have been found more unfavorable 
than those of the junior high school students,6 which is also consistent 
with our finding.
In the current study, another factor thought to influence the students’ 
attitudes towards ageism is sex. In some western studies on ageism, 
it has been reported that male students displayed a more positive 
attitude towards ageism than their female counterparts have.15,16 In 
Scandinavian countries, however, it has been reported that men had 
even more negative attitudes towards old age.17 In the studies done to 
determine university students’ attitude towards elderly individuals and 
aging, it has been reported that female students’ attitudes towards the 
elderly are more favorable than those of male students. This finding is 
inconsistent with the findings from our study.18,19

This result may suggest that there have occurred changes in the roles 
of girl students in the traditional family structure of Turkish society, and 
Turkish women have been stripped of their care-giving role. The result 
may also be a sign of the change in the roles of girls in Turkish society 
such as giving care, rendering service, and meeting the needs of the 
elderly. It is noted in the literature that women attach more importance 
to their physical appearances.20 In addition, it is stressed that the aging 
of the woman’s body increases the level of anxiety, leading to their 
acquisition of negative attitudes towards the aging process.10,21 It has 
been ascertained in the study by Mc Conatta et al. on Turkish students 
attending a university in the USA that female students have a more 
negative attitude towards elderly individuals than do male students.22 
Still in another study on Turkish students in a university in Finland by 
Bacanli et al., it has been found that the female students’ attitudes 
towards aging are more negative than those of the male students.23 
The findings from such studies bear resemblance to those from our 
study.
It has been found that as the number of siblings rises, the AAS score 
also rises (P > 0.05) (Table 3). Studies in the literature on the association 
of the number of siblings with the attitudes towards ageism are scarce. 
In the study by Vefikuluçay (2011), a positive correlation has been found 
between the number of siblings and the attitude towards the elderly. By 
contrast, in the current study, it is the students with 3 or fewer siblings 
who have a high mean AAS score. In this study, the association of the 
increasing number of siblings with more positive attitudes towards 
ageism may be a sign of a traditional Turkish family structure in which 
intra-familial relations and sharing are in profusion.
The mean AAS score of the students who have said they have spent 
most of their lives in the provincial center has been found to be lower 
than that of the students who have spent most of their life in rural 

areas. However, the difference between the students’ mean AAS score 
based on the place where they have lived longest was found statistically 
insignificant (p > 0.05) (Table 3). This is thought to have resulted from 
the adoption and sustenance of an individualized lifestyle in big cities.
In the current study, it has been found out that the mean AAS score of 
the students with elderly people in need of care in their environment 
(72.06) and those without (72.36) are similar. While the students who 
have elderly people in their environment have a mean SAA score of 
72.78, those without elderly people had a mean SAA score of 71.46. 
However, the difference in the distribution of the AAS scores of the 
students, whether the elderly individual in their environment require 
care or not, has been found statistically insignificant (p > 0.05) (Table 3).
It is underlined in the literature that qualified communication with 
elderly individuals plays a crucial role in the formation of attitudes 
towards old age. In addition, it has been determined that people 
emotionally close to elderly individuals have had less negative attitudes 
towards old age.18,23,24 The studies on university students’ attitudes 
towards the elderly have revealed that students who have a good 
rapport with their grandparents have more favorable attitudes towards 
the elderly.5,22 Our results are consistent with such previous studies.
The mean AAS score of the students who have stated that the elderly 
individual among their relatives lives in his own dwelling with his spouse 
is more favorable by nearly 5 points than the mean score of not only 
those with elderly individuals living with their parents but also of those 
with elderly people living in a nursing home or rehabilitation center. The 
difference between the dwelling place of the elderly individual among 
the students’ relatives and their mean AAS score has been found 
statistically insignificant (p > 0.05) (Table 3). The elderly individuals living 
alone in a separate place with or without a spouse may have resulted 
not only from his belief that it would contribute to his independence 
but also from the assumption that young people ignore an existing 
problem. The attitude of an individual towards the elderly is influenced 
by his family, socio-economic status, and the society in whose culture 
he lives.
Evers, Ploeg, and Kaasalainen (2011) and Holroyd et al. (2009) have 
reported that students who spend more time with elderly individuals 
have more positive attitudes. The same study revealed also that young 
people, despite having positive ideas, are unwilling to work together 
with the elderly in the same job since they find them monotonous and 
slow.25,26

In the current study, it is striking that as the period of time during which 
students live together with the elderly individual rises, their attitudes 
towards ageism become relatively negative. This result, together 
with the change in the family structure, in particular, may give rise 
to discrimination against dependent individuals, like the handicapped 
or the elderly. In addition, economic and social problems can make 
it difficult to satisfy the needs of the elderly to be cared for. In an 
individualized lifestyle, students who share the same dwelling with the 
elderly individual may think that the elderly people’s responsibilities are 
heavy.
The mean AAS score of the students with the elderly individual having 
a chronic disease among their relatives, though similar to others, has 
been found insignificant (p > 0.05) (Table 3). That the students having a 
family member in this study with chronic disease are more favorable 
by a marginal difference suggests that the needs of the elderly might 
have increased owing to their disease, and therefore the time spent 
together might have been a positive contribution. In our time, in parallel 
with the change in the traditional family structure, the attitudes towards 
the elderly may be affected negatively, and thus young people may be 
unwilling to assume responsibility and regard the elderly individual as 
a burden.
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Conclusion
With progress in health care, an increase has been observed in the 
number of handicapped and the needy elderly. Chronic diseases rising 
in parallel to advancing age, while detracting from their comfort, cause 
their dependence on others to increase.
In conclusion, although the same scale has been used on the 
participating university students, similar results have been obtained 
from different groups of students. The attitude of the individuals 
spending more time with elderly individuals is more favorable.
The experience of the elderly increasing in parallel to their advancing 
age should be brought to the fore, and more programs of better quality 
should be made to keep them busy. The programs with educational 
content capable of raising awareness of changing socio-economic 
circumstances should be made. With the support of digital platforms 
and civil society organizations, it should be underlined that the elderly, 
too, have rights as much as every individual does.
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