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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE : Reports of physical and psychological abuse of elderly parents by their
children and/or healthcare workers are on the rise. This study was carried out to determine
attitudes towards the elderly (ATE) of undergraduate health science and non-health science
students, and the results in terms of field of study and gender were discussed. DESIGN :
Cross-sectional survey. SETTING : The University of Kanazawa, Ishikawa, Japan.
PARTICIPANTS : 406 students from the Faculties of Letters, Law, and Economics, 399
from the Faculty of Science and 565 from the School of Health Sciences.
METHODOLOGY : The scale used was a set of 17 Likert-type statements that expressed
positive views on the elderly. MAIN RESULTS : The mean ATE scores were higher for
students of the hands-on health science professions than for those of the technical health
science professions and non-health science fields. A comparison of students within the
School of Health Sciences revealed that the senior women students of the hands-on profes-
sions showed higher mean ATE scores than the men students and the women and men stu-
dents of the technical professions. CONCLUSION : The findings suggest that the students,
especially the women, of hands-on professions have a favourable ATE.
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Introduction

The number of Japanese people over 65 years old
in 2003 exceeded 24.31 million according to the re-
port by the Ministry of Public Management and ac-
counted for 19.0 per cent of the total population'’. In
other words, one in 5 persons in Japan is already old,
and, by the year 2015, one in four persons will be
over 65 years of age, surpassing that of the popula-
tion of 15-year-olds and under. Internationally, Japan
has the fastest growing elderly population in the
world, followed by Italy (18.25 % in 2001), Germany
(17.1 % in 2001) and France (16.1 % in 2003)" ;
Japan has indeed become a de facto ageing society.
This ageing population poses a great deal of problems

to our future society and, therefore, must be taken
into account and seriously planned for.

Since the introduction of universal nursing care in-
surance coverage in the spring of 2000 in Japan,
search for the ideal way of health and welfare for the
aged has become an object of public attention.
Because of a relative decrease in the number of
young people and an increase in the number of nu-
clear families, it is becoming increasingly difficult for
the families only to play a central role in caring for
their elderly. One of the problems facing many eld-
erly people in Japan today is an increase in the inci-
dence of elderly abuse occurring in families and
institutions®’ . For instance, in the province of
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[shikawa alone with a population of 1.17 million,
from April to December in the year of 2001, 56
cases of physical or psychological abuse were
reported®’, and there may be many more cases that
go unreported. Incidentally, the Japan Society for
Prevention of Elder Abuse was inaugurated on the 9th
of August 2003.

Elderly abuse is likely to occur in a community
when nursing service is inadequate and/or a caregiver
is over-stressed. However, the circumstances leading
to elderly abuse may also be related to people's atti-
tudes towards the elderly or ATE. An attitude is a
relatively strong belief about or a feeling towards a
person, object, idea, or event, which serves as a foun-
dation for behaviour®’. This attitude is created, to a
large extent, by society and consequently forms the
basis of our own ATE and is likely to persist
throughout the course of one's lifetime, unless some-
thing occurs to change that attitude.

Studies portrayed in the Japanese physiotherapy lit-
erature concerning physiotherapists' ATE are few and
far between, whereas the nursing literature has more
information® ®. In one rare study by physiotherapists
it was revealed that the image of the elderly held by
first year student physiotherapists was created by the
external appearance of old people and information
from the media®. The authors of this study concluded
that communication with grandparent(s), as well as
volunteer activities with the elderly by the student
physiotherapists could be the desired modification
strategy to create a positive image of old people.

The purpose of this survey was to investigate if
there would be any difference in the ATE of college
students and discuss the results in terms of field of
study and gender. The fields of study considered were
liberal arts, science, and health sciences (HSc), the
latter of which were divided into two separate fields
of hands-on and technical professions. Hands-on HSc
professionals treat and deal with clients on a face-to-
face basis, whereas technical HSc professionals con-
tribute to treatment of clients indirectly, so that the
ATE of these two professional groups might differ.

Methodology
Instrumentation

A set of 17 statements developed by Kogan™ was
used. They were Likert-type statements expressing
positive sentiments about the elderly (see Appendix).
The manifest contents of these statements are as fol-
lows®™. Ttems 1, 5, and 12 are all concerned with the
residential aspects of elderly people's lives with spe-
cial reference to segregation, maintenance of home,
and character of neighbourhood, respectively. Items 2
and 8 reflect the degree to which vague feelings of
discomfort and tension are experienced in the com-
pany of elderly people. The extent to which elderly
people vary among one another is tapped by Items 11
and 13. The nature of interpersonal relations across
age generations —conflicting or benign—is implied in
Items 9, 10, and 16. The theme of dependence is rep-
resented by Items 4 and 17. Items 3 and 6 refer to
the cognitive style and capacity of elderly people.
Qualities of old people with respect to personal ap-
pearance and personality are cited in Items 14 and
15. Finally, Item 7, on socioeconomic power, does
not readily cluster with any of the other items.

Scoring

Six responses were provided for each of the ATE
statements, and the items were scored in such a way
that a score of 7 indicated strong agreement with the
statement and that of 1 indicated strong disagreement,
A score of 4 was assigned in the rare case of a re-
spondent failing to assign a response to an item. The
lowest possible score attainable was 17 and the high-
est 119. The higher the score of the respondent, the
more positive their ATE was shown to be.

Participants and procedures

The original English version of the questionnaire
was translated into Japanese by the authors. This was
then critically examined by physiotherapists in the
University of Kanazawa Hospital Department of
Physical Therapy for its wording and phrasing.

Participants in our survey were undergraduate HSc
and non-HSc students, and were a sample of conve-
nience. Within the total number of these 1,370 par-
ticipants, there were 406 students from the Faculties
of Letters, Law, and Economics, 399 from the
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Faculty of Science and 565 from the School of
Health Sciences. The HSc students were subdivided
into two groups ; those of the hands-on professions
and those of the technical professions. The hands-on
HSc professions were defined as nursing, physiother-
apy and occupational therapy and the technical HSc
professions as radiological science and laboratory sci-
ence. In this survey the junior students were defined
as first and second year students and the senior stu-
dents as the third and fourth year students. The trans-
fer students™ within the HSc students were excluded
from the study because their professional experience
could have affected the results of this survey. ("
Transfer students are those who are already qualified
in their respective professions and are undergoing a
course of study leading to the Degree of Bachelor of
Health Science.) This survey was conducted in a
classroom situation during the autumn of 2001 and
the spring of 2002.

Due to the considerable disparity in size of samples
and sub-samples only descriptive statistics were em-
ployed in this study.

Results

Out of the total number of 1,370 responses, only
five were inappropriate for analyses. Table 1 presents
the gender, number, age and the ATE scores of the
respondents. Even the most positive mean value or
74.3 was closer to "bland" (68) than to a score repre-

senting the weakest Likert positive rating (5X17=85).

Discussion

One strong characteristic common to the majority
of the respondents was that the women tended to
show a more favourable attitude than the men to-
wards the elderly (Table 1). Socio-cultural gender role
is likely to be one factor that is responsible for this.
Traditional gender roles for females suggest that
women are nurturing, caring, and highly emotional
and that they should stay at home and take care of
the home and children®”. In Japan, men are rarely ex-
pected to physically take care of other family mem-
bers, but rather to play largely the role of provider.
In general, this traditional gender role for the men
students is seen reflected in the lower ATE scores for
all of the disciplines. However, the senior men stu-
dents of the technical HSc professions tended to have
higher ATE scores than the junior men students
(Figure 1). This finding suggests that the study of
professional subjects as well as clinical placements
during the men's senior years played a part in raising
their positive ATE. However, caution should be exer-
cised in interpreting the results because the number of
hands-on men HSc students was much smaller than
that of hands-on women HSc students (Figure 1).

Another factor is possibly biobehavioural. We may
ask the question : Do women possess an innate abil-
ity to care for the weak? Neuroendocrine evidence

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for gender, number, age and ATE scores
of the respondents according to students' field of study.

Field of study Gender Number Age ATE score
mean (SD) mean (SD)
LLE women 205 19.7 (1.2) 68.3 (11.0)
men 201 20.1 (1.5) 67.7 (11.8)
Science women 88 20.1 (1.6) 70.8 (10.1)
men 311 19.9 (1.6) 67.3 (12.4)
Hands-on HSc women 260 20.7 (1.7) 74.3 (10.3)
professions men 46 21.0 (2.0) 70.7 (9.6)
Technical Hsc women 171 20.6 (1.4) 69.0 (8.8)
Professions men 83 21.3 (2.3) 67.4 (12.0)

SD: standard deviation; LLE: Letters, Law, and Economics
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Figure 1. Mean ATE scores between hands-on and technical HSc¢ professions of both the junior
and senior women and men students. The error bars denote standard deviation.
(Hands-on : hands-on HSc professions ; Technical : technical HSc professions ; Senior
. senior students ; Junior : junior students.)

from animal and human studies suggests that
oxytocin, in conjunction with female reproductive hor-
mones and endogenous opioid peptide mechanisms,
may be behind such a driving force™ .

The formation of an attitude involves a decision to
evaluate a specific object with the precondition of
having a concrete basis for one's opinion, principle
and sense of value® . Therefore, the overall positive
ATE shown by students of hands-on HSc professions
in this survey can possibly be explained by the fact
that people who aspire to enter these professions are
more likely to already possess positive views of or
have a caring attitude towards the elderly before en-
tering these professions. This fact may help clarify
the reason for why there was not much difference in
the ATE scores between the junior and senior HSc
students, despite the fact that the latter had gained
more clinical experience than the former. Similarly,
significant favourable attitudes towards physically-
challenged persons have been found in the first year
students of hands-on HSc professions in comparison
to those of the technical HSc professions™ .

Healthcare professionals such as physiotherapists,
occupational therapists and nurses who deal with cli-
ents in a hands-on capacity have also been found to
have more favourable attitudes towards physically-

challenged persons than, for instance, radiographers
and laboratory technologists who only deal with cli-

26)

ents in a technical capacity™. In addition, there is a

high correlation between scores for ATE and attitudes

*  Therefore,

towards physically-challenged persons
our study was in agreement with that of Hakuno and
associates™. They suggest that the influencing factors
for forming such positive attitudes are due to educa-
tion or training and gaining real life hands-on experi-
ence with clients' care or treatment. This argument
has been supported by studies that have shown that
nurses' views of the elderly and their concern for
their wellbeing increased after their clinical
placements™ ™' .

A negative image of the elderly can be formed be-
cause of the realisation of functional decline associ-
ated with them® ™. Further, content of the image of
the elderly may vary according to experience of
young people living with them' . Cohabitation of the
old and young necessarily entails facing and interact-
ing physically and/or psychologically. Those with ex-
perience living with the elderly can not only
recognise the physical image of old people, but can
also perceive their psychological image. However, for
those who have grown up in a nuclear family, they
can only refer to the physically outward appearance
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of the elderly, hence they recognise only a physical
image that often has negative connotations. In addi-
tion, these connotations can be a result of ageism in
which the social structure of the present-society clas-
sifies these people into an unproductive category by
generalisation and stereotyping, hence the negative so-
cial perception or expectation of the elderly held
today by the younger generation. However, it was
found that an examination of the effect of cohabita-
tion of college students with their grandparent(s) on
their ATE also produced no significant result™ .
Unfortunately, in our survey, the data were insuffi-
cient to allow analysis of the effect of living with the
elderly on ATE of our respondents.

The 17 statements used in this survey were trans-
lated from English to Japanese, and the accuracy of
their original meaning cannot be conclusive.
Consideration should be given to the fact that the
contents of the statements were based on the
American culture of the early 1960's. Further, this re-
search was a cross-sectional study, so that its findings
may be changeable prospectively.

It will be necessary through further studies to clar-
ify the ATE of practicing physiotherapists. A
Japanese Version of an Attitudes towards the Elderly
Scale suitable for Japanese health professionals should
be developed in the future. This survey could also be
replicated and used as a tool of investigation concern-
ing professionals in other healthcare disciplines. In
this way, the questionnaire could be used for screen-
ing of prospective students to HSc professions and re-
cruitment of staff for nursing/residential facilities.

Conclusion

Positive and negative attitudes are acquired traits
and tend to be maintained over a long period of time.
The students of hands-on HSc professions tended to
have more favourable attitudes towards the elderly
than students of letters, law, economics, science or
technical HSc professions. This suggests that they
may have already possessed such an attitude before
commencing their training. These positive attitudes to-
wards the elderly were found to be more apparent in
the women than in the men, regardless of the field of
study. This fact did not seem to be related to the dif-

ference in academic seniority, but due to women's

acquired or innate nurturing characteristic.
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Appendix . Statements on attitude towards the elderly™

1. It would probably be better if most old people lived in
residential units that also housed younger people.

2. Most old people are really no different from anybody
else : they're as easy to understand as younger people.

3. Most old people are capable of new adjustments when the
situation demands it.

4. Most old people would prefer to continue working just as
long as they possibly can rather than be dependent on any-
body.

5. Most old people can generally be counted on to maintain
a clean, attractive home.

6. People grow wiser with the coming of old age.

7. Old people should have more power in business and poli-
tics.

8. Most old people are very relaxing to be with.

9. One of the most interesting and entertaining qualities of
most old people is their accounts of their past experiences,
10. Most old people tend to keep to themselves and give ad-

vice only when asked.

11. When you think about it, old people have the same faults
as anybody else.

12. You can count on finding a nice residential neighborhood
when there is a sizeable number of old people living in it.

13. 1t is evident that most old people are very different from
one another,

14. Most old people seem to be quite clean and neat in their
personal appearance.

15. Most old people are cheerful, agreeable, and good hu-
mored.

16. One seldom hears old people complaining about the
behaviour of the younger generation.

17. Most old people need no more love and reassurance than
anyone else.
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