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ABSTRACT

Background: As the number of elderly people referred to hospitals increases, so does the number
of discrimination reports in the care of the elderly, compared with younger people. This study

Article info: . . . .. . . .
e aimed to investigate the status of ageism in caring for elderly patients from nurses’ perspective.

Received: 13 Jan 2020 .

Accepted: 25 Aug 2020 : Methods: It was a descriptive cross-sectional study that was conducted in three selected hospitals

Published: 01 Nov 2020 . of Ardabil province, Iran, in 2019. A total of 482 nurses were recruited by convenience sampling.
The data were collected using a demographics questionnaire and the Ageism Scale in Hospital
Care and analyzed using descriptive (frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation) and
inferential statistics (the Pearson correlation coefficient, independent t-test, one-way ANOVA,
and Scheffe post hoc test) in SPSS V. 20.

Results: The mean age of the participants was 33 years. Most nurses showed moderate ageism
when providing care to older adults. The level of ageism was significantly associated with age
(P=0.002), gender (P=0.001), work experience (P=0.032), and the ward in which the nurses
worked (P=0.001)

Conclusion: The findings revealed that the study hospitals suffered ageism. Also, the level of
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Highlights
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e This study showed the existence of ageism in older adult care.

e The level of ageism was associated with age, gender, work experience, and the ward in which the nurses worked.

® The results of the study have important implications for further research and suggest the development of interven-

tions to decrease ageism in practice.

Plain Language Summary

Ageism is defined as discrimination due to age in the provision of care to the elderly. Evidence shows that caregivers
are unaware of their discriminatory treatment of the elderly. The evaluation of care by the care provider system posi-
tively impacts the acceptance and provision of qualified caregiving to older people. Thus, it is important to determine

the status of ageism in caring for elderly patients, in hospitals, in the Iranian context. Nurses in this study showed a
discriminatory view in providing care for the elderly. Moreover, the discriminatory view was related to the age, gender,

work experience, and the ward in which the nurses worked.

1. Introduction

ncreased life expectancy and the growing
population of the elderly are the impor-
tant outcomes of the 21% century (Hos-
seini et al., 2016; Liu, Norman & While
2015). According to the 2016 census
of the Statistical Center of Iran, adults
older than 65 years comprise 6.1 million of the 80 mil-
lion people in Iran (Statistical Center of Iran 2017). It
is predicted that the population older than 60 years will
constitute more than 10% and 20% of the Iranian popu-
lation in 2021 and 2050, respectively (Hosseini et al.,
2016). Following this increase, the older adult’s health
has become a challenge for healthcare systems in devel-
oping and developed countries (Adib-Hajbaghery, Mo-
hamadghasabi & Masoodi 2014). Therefore, managing
problems related to older adults requires planning and
policy-making (Amini & Nosratabadi 2019).

Older adults used to receive more respect, but they re-
ceive less respect because of difficult living conditions
and changes in the family structure (Liu, Norman &
While 2015). Negative attitudes and stereotypes, such
as viewing older adults as weak, sensitive, and depen-
dent people are prevalent worldwide (Butler 1969).
Besides, this problem is exacerbated in hospitals with a
high number of visits from older adults (Liu, Norman &
While 2013). In healthcare centers, the lack of attention
to care for older adults partly results from an increased
number of patients and staff shortage (Ben-Harush et al.,
2017); this reduces the quality and quantity of care pro-
vided to older adults, compared with that provided to

other patients (Officer et al., 2016). It also makes older
adults be viewed as barriers to economic growth and
responsible for increasing healthcare costs (Allen 2016;
Mehri et al., 2020D).

In addition to reducing respect for the elderly, these fac-
tors understate the care of the elderly with a more inad-
equate prognosis (Lioyd-Sherlock et al., 2016). Ageism is
the major cause of this neglect in older adult care (Sao José
& Amado 2017; Sao José et al., 2019). Ageism was first
defined by Butler and means discrimination or prejudice
against one age group compared with other age groups
(Butler 1969). Sdo José and Amado introduced ageism
as follows: “Ageism is defined as negative or positive
stereotypes, prejudice and/or discrimination against (or to
the advantage of) us on the basis of our chronological age
or on the basis of a perception of us as being ‘old’, ‘too
old’, “‘young’, or ‘too young.” Ageism can be self-directed
or other-directed, implicit or explicit, and expressed on a
micro, meso, or macro-level” (Sao José & Amado 2017).
Studies on health professionals demonstrate both positive
and negative attitudes toward older people (Ben-Harush
et al., 2017; Butler 1969; Liu Norman & While 2015).
The prejudice, beliefs, values attitudes, and behaviors of
health professionals toward older people are important,
as they impact the quality of care (Mehri et al., 2020b).

Nurses are the largest group of healthcare providers to
older adults in hospitals (Melia & Choowattanapakorn
2016). Moreover, studies report the existence of ageism
in older adult care (Liu, Norman & While 2015; Mehri
etal., 2020a). Studying ageism in hospitals can increase
the nurses’ knowledge and awareness of ageism (Cowan
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et al., 2004), and facilitates the identification of discrimi-
nation and planning for its resolving. Thus, this study
aimed to investigate the status of ageism in caring for
elderly patients from nurses’ perspective.

2. Materials and Methods
Setting and sample

This descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted
between January and May 2019, in three teaching hos-
pitals (Imam Reza, Dr Fatemi, and Imam Khomeini with
overall 693 beds) affiliated to the Ardabil University of
Medical Sciences. The study population included all 650
nurses working in these hospitals. It is worth mentioning
that the citizens of the Ardabil province have Azeri ethnic-
ity and speak the Azeri Turkish language. The inclusion
criteria were willingness to participate and having a mini-
mum of two years of work experience in older adult care.

Instruments

The Ageism Scale in Hospital Care (Mehri et al., 2019),
was used to collect the data. This scale includes two parts.
The first part examines demographic information, includ-
ing age, gender, ward, work experience, education level,
and employment status. The second part examines age-
ism in the hospital care setting. This scale has 20 items,
with six items evaluating self-directed ageism and 14
items evaluating other-directed ageism. Also, responses
are scored on a 6-point Likert scale from “completely
disagree”= 1 to “completely agree”= 6. The scores range
from a minimum of 20 to a maximum of 120. The score
ranges of 20 to 53, 54 to 87, and 88 to 120 respectively
indicate weak, moderate, and severe ageism in the pro-
vision of care to older adults. This scale has a content
validity index of 0.89, the Cronbach alpha of 0.90, and
an intracluster correlation of 0.98 (Mehri et al., 2019).
In this study, the Cronbach alpha was calculated as 0.91.

Procedure

After obtaining the required permissions, the objec-
tives of the study were explained to the participants, and
informed and verbal consent was obtained from them
upon visiting the study setting. All the nurses met the
inclusion criteria, thus, the data collection tool was dis-
tributed to all 650 nurses, and 550 of them returned the
completed questionnaire; 68 questionnaires were unus-
able, and finally, 482 questionnaires were analyzed.
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Data analysis

The data were analyzed by descriptive (frequency, per-
centage, mean, and standard deviation) and inferential
statistics (the Pearson correlation coefficient, indepen-
dent t-test, one-way ANOVA, and Scheffe post hoc test)
using SPSS V. 20.

3. Results

The Mean+SD age of the subjects was 33+6 years.
Table 1 represents the relationship between ageism and
the demographic information of the study participants.

In this study, 159, 259, and 31 participants (33%,
60.6%, and 6.4%, respectively) respectively showed
weak, moderate, and severe ageism when providing care
to older adults. Table 2 shows the mean and SD of the
scores in each subscale.

The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to examine
the correlation between ageism and the nurses’ age and
work experience. According to Table 1, ageism is nega-
tively correlated with the nurses’ age (P=0.002, r=-0.142).

Table 1 also reveals a 2-tailed significance level of
0.032 for the Pearson correlation test between ageism
and nurses’ work experience; this value is less than 0.05
(the minimum significance level). Thus, ageism is signif-
icantly and negatively associated with the nurses’ work
experience. To examine the relationship between ageism
and the nurses’ gender, an independent t-test was per-
formed; the calculated t value was significant at the 0.05
level (P<0.05; Table 1). Therefore, the level of ageism dif-
fers by gender; the mean score was higher among male
nurses (66.33), compared with female nurses (58.62).

Moreover, according to the 1-way ANOVA results (Ta-
ble 3), ageism is significantly related to the admission ward.
Specifically, the minimum value of ageism in one ward dif-
fers from that in the others. The Scheffe post hoc test was
run to find the source of this difference, i.e. to identify the
ward, the mean score of which differs from those of the rest.

Table 4 shows a significant difference in the mean score
of ageism between the nurses working in the internal
medicine ward and those working in the surgery ward.
Also, the mean score of ageism significantly differs be-
tween nurses working in the internal medicine ward and
those working in the intensive care unit. However, the
differences were insignificant in other comparisons.
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Table 1. Relationship between ageism and study participants” demographic data (N=482)

Results
Variable Category No. (%) MeantSD
Test P
Age,y 482 3346.9 r=-0.142 0.002
Male 160 (33)
Gender t=4.85 0.000
Female 322 (67)
Single 145 (31)
Marital status t=1.76 0.342
Married 337(69)
Associate 14 (2.9)
Educational status Bachelor’s 424 (88) F=2.23 0.108
Master’s 44 (9.1)
Work experience 9.1046.07 r=0.097 0.032
Emergency 128 (26.6)
Surgery 76 (15.8)
Working unit Internal 61 (12.7) F=4.83 0.001
Intensive 128 (26.6)
care
Others 89 (18.5)
Treaty 92(19.1)
Permanent 196 (40.7)
Employment status Contractual 14 (30.1) F=2.32 0.056
Temporary 21 (4.4)
Corporative 28 (5.8)

4. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the status of ageism
in caring for elderly patients from nurses’ perspective.
Based on the results, most of the nurses showed mod-
erate ageism when providing care to older adults. This
finding was consistent with another study that indicated
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a moderate level of ageism among nurses who worked
in a clinical setting. As members of society, nurses are
not protected from this ageist attitude, which may in-
fluence the professional practice for elder people (Me-
lia & Choowattanapakorn 2016). Moreover, ageist at-
titudes toward the elderly would negatively affect the
care provision for the elderly patients (Hanson 2014).

Table 2. Subscales of the ageism scale in the hospital care and the total score of the scale

Subdimensions of the Scale Total Items Min, Max MeantSD
Self-directed 6 6,36 23.31+5.95
Other-directed 14 14,84 37.87+£13.18

Total 20 20,120 61.18+1.7
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Table 3. One-way ANOVA for ageism and ward
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Variable Groups Sum of Squares df Mean Squares F P
Between Groups 5398.841 4 1349.710
Working ward Within Groups 133236.520 477 279.322 4.832 0.001
Total 138635.361 481 -

A study conducted at the University of South Australia
in Queensland examined the attitudes of final-year nurs-
ing students towards aging to emancipate them to cope
with these issues and prevent the recurrence of aging in
their future performance as registered nurses. The so-
cial critical theory together with the Stringer participa-
tory action research model guided the theoretical direc-
tions of this study. Nine final-year students volunteered.
Data were collected through focus group meetings and
clinical diary for six months. The findings of this study
showed acute self-awareness about the meaning of ag-
ing and personal fear of the aging process (De la Rue et
al., 2003). Since older adults constitute the majority of
patients admitted to hospitals, these results highlight the
importance of paying attention to the provision of high-
quality care without discrimination for this age group.

Based on the findings, as the nurses’ age increased,
their level of ageism decreased, and vice versa. This
result is consistent with studies expressing that older
caregivers provide better care to older adults (Blegen,
Vaughn & Goode 2001; Mion et al., 2006). Also, com-
pared with younger nurses, older and more experienced
nurses provide better care (Melia & Choowattanapakorn
2016). Moreover, older participants provided better care
to older adults (Lambrinou et al., 2009; Chen & Walsh
2009; Soderhamn, Lindencrona & Gustavsson 2001). In
a study conducted in Iran, negative attitudes toward el-
derly people were more severe in high school students,
compared with university students (Sum, Emamian&
Sefidchian 2016). However, some other studies reported
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no significant difference between the nurses’ attitudes
towards older patients and their demographic characteris-
tics, such as age, gender, and work department (Polat et
al., 2014; Sahin et al., 2012).

Results of this study showed that as the work experi-
ence of nurses increased, their degree of ageism de-
creased. Similar studies also reported that those with an
experience of working with older adults had a positive
attitude towards their care (Melia & Choowattanapakorn
2016; Ozer & Terkes, 2014; Sum, Emamian& Sefidchian
2016). Results of some other studies are congruent with
our findings (Hughes et al., 2008; Wilkinson, Gower &
Sainsbury 2002; Mclafferty & Morrison 2004). Simi-
larly, Leung and colleagues determined that nurses with
experience in elderly patient care held significantly more
positive attitudes than those with no experience. Nurses
who have experience in working with elderly patients
demonstrate positive behavior, because of increased
knowledge concerning older patients’ care, the devel-
opment of communication with elderly patients, and an
increased awareness of issues specific to older patients
care and the process of aging (Leung et al., 2011). While
some studies found no association between ageism and
the experience of working with older people (Hweidi &
Al-Obeisat 2006; Pan, Edwards & Chang 2009).

Based on the results of the present study, the degree of
ageism in hospital care differs between men and women.
The findings showed that ageism for older adults had a
better and more satisfactory status in female nurses than

Table 4. Pairwise comparison by the Scheffe post hoc test (dependent variable: ageism)

Wards Mean+SD Emergency Surgery Internal Medicine Intensive Care
Emergency 62.96+17.08
Surgery 56.97+15.35 NS
Internal medicine 67.45+16.24 NS *
Intensive care 58.17+14.61 NS NS *
Other 62.19+20.09 NS NS NS NS

NS: Not Significant; *A significant difference based on the Scheffe test.
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in male nurses. In this regard, female university students
have shown a more positive attitude towards older adult
care, compared with their male counterparts (Deary et al.,
1993; Fitzgerald et al., 2003; Wang et al., 2009). Also, in
studies by Ozer and Terkes (2014) and Mcconatha et al.
(2004) women showed less ageism for older adult care,
compared with men. The results of these studies are in
line with the present findings, which may be related to the
caregiving role played by women in families. However,
this result is inconsistent with some other studies report-
ing that gender weakly affects older adult care (Melia &
Choowattanapakorn 2016).

In the present study, ageism in the provision of care
to older adults significantly differed considering the
ward in which the nurses worked; the highest degree of
ageism was reported in the internal medicine ward. On
the other hand, the lowest level of ageism was found in
the surgery ward, in which the length of stay is short.
Some similar studies reported that ageism is more se-
vere in clinical nurses and some wards compared with
others (Brown et al., 2008; Melia & Choowattanapakorn
2016). This result may be due to the working conditions
of nurses providing care to older patients, eg, the number
of nurses per patient, the chronic conditions of the pa-
tients, and their long-term stay in this ward.

5. Conclusion

The findings revealed the existence of ageism in the
study hospitals and showed that the severity of age-
ism decreases as the nurses’ age and work experience
increase. Moreover, the degree of ageism in older adult
care is lower in women than in men. Also, the highest
level of ageism was seen in the internal medicine ward,
in which older adults stay for a longer time. The main
limitation of this study was the self-report nature of the
data collection tool. The emotional and psychological
status of the nurses at the time of filling in the question-
naire could have affected the results of the study; this
factor could not be controlled by the researcher. Besides,
the present study was carried out on nurses working in a
specific region in Iran. Therefore, these findings may not
be generalizable to all nurses.

It is recommended to further investigate the factors
influencing ageism against the elderly people among
nurses. It is also suggested to conduct a similar study
in other provinces and countries, so more reliable and
valid conclusions can be drawn by the comparison of the
results of different studies. Future studies are also sug-
gested to examine the factors affecting ageism in hospi-
tal care. Moreover, interventional studies are suggested
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to be planned to improve the attitude of nurses work-
ing with elderly people in nursing homes, hospitals, and
community health care settings.
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