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A. ProsLEM

Various recent studies of attitudes towards and stereotypes about aging
have shown that for the most part old age is viewed in negative terms
(5, 6, 7). Furthermore, sophisticated college students, among others, have
been found to subscribe to many of these invalid and/or overgeneralized
negative stereotypes about the later years (3, 4, 5). Very little attempt has
been made to examine factors related to the formation of these attitudes;
only one recent study by Tuckman and Lorge (2) has thrown any light on
this question. They have demonstrated that a person’s response to stereo-
types about old people is related to his self-perceptions.

B. MgtHoD
1. Hypotheses

Since many, if not most common stereotypes about aging and agedness
involve ideas concerning physical and mental symptoms of disability, we
decided to focus our attention on stereotypes of this sort. Three hypotheses
were derived in an attempt to determine factors related to the expression of
these stereotypes: (a) individuals will subscribe to stereotypes involving
symptoms of disability in old age in direct proportion to their admission of
such symptoms in making current self-evaluations; that is, the more symptoms
they report for themselves at present the more they should endorse as
characteristic of old age. (&) Individuals will subscribe to stereotypes in-
volving symptoms of disability in old age in inverse proportion to their
experience in dealing with aged persons. (¢) Individuals will subscribe to
such stereotypes in inverse proportion to the extent to which they have
thought about aging.

2. Procedure

While past studies have focused on generalized concepts of old age in the

abstract, we felt that the most meaningful approach to the problem would be
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through the picture one constructs of his own anticipated old age state.
Consequently, the approach adopted was to ask our subjects to respond to
symptom questionnaires as if they were old.

One hundred and twelve items representing a wide range of physical and
psychological symptoms were abstracted from the Cornell Medical Index (1)
to form a new questionnaire. This questionnaire was administered to 152
undergraduate students at Syracuse University (mean age 21.9, SD 5.65,
range 17-54). By responding ‘“yes” or ‘“no” to the items, the subject
indicates whether or not he has the questioned symptoms. For the first ad-
ministration, the subjects were instructed to fill out the questionnaire as if
they were old and to indicate the age they had in mind when they did so. One
week later they were requested to fill out another copy of the questionnaire.
This time they were instructed to record their current symptoms. A separate
sheet was included with questions relating to their degree of contact with
old people, how often they had thoughts about old age, and the content of
these thoughts.

All subjects were identified by number rather than by name in order to
preserve anonymity. This step was taken as an aid towards removing
response inhibitions. The questionnaires were administered on a group basis.

C. REsuLTs
1. Present Personal Assessment and Projected Symptoms of Agedness

The total number of “‘yes’” responses on the present assessment was corre-
lated with the total number of ‘“‘yes” responses on the Aged Questionnaire
by means of the product moment correlation, obtaining r = .34, which was
significant beyond the .01 level. This indicates that the way one views his
projected old age state is related to some degree to his current self-report.

The mean age imagined in filling out the questionnaires was 64.9, §D
10.1, range 40-89. Although these figures are about what would be expected
on the basis of other studies (4, 5, 7) we do not know whether the age given
represents the age at which they felt aging began, or some time after this,
It is interesting, however, that despite the growing popular as well as techni-
cal literature on aging, many college students continue to view old age as
occurring at a very early chronological age. No relationship was found
between the age of the subject and the age he characterized as old.

2. Projected Symptoms of Agedness (Table 1, ADI)?
While no one symptom was uniformly accepted, many of the symptoms

1 A more detailed form of this paper (or extended version, or material supple-
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are widely accepted by the group as concomitants of aging. Apparently, both
physical and psychological difficulties, many of which are highly specific, are
accepted and expected by a great many, although the most frequent expec-
tations are for physical difficulties, with a tendency to underemphasize
psychological problems. Despite this, however, interpersonal aspects of psy-
chological functioning are seen as posing problems for the aged.

3. Thoughts About Aging and Co.ntact with Old People

Although we had hypothesized that the degree of contact with oldsters,
as well as the frequency of thinking about aging would be related to the pro-
jected symptom of agedness, these relationships failed to approach statistical
significance.

In response to the question, “How often do you think about old age?”,
the percentages of various responses were; Often, 4.6, Sometimes, 81.6, and
Never, 13.8. A request for a description of these thoughts yielded responses
which were analyzed as positive or negative statements and according to the
specific content expressed. While only 12.5 per cent reported that they either
had no specific thoughts or left the item blank, 74.3 per cent of the expressed
thoughts were predominantly negative in tone or ideation, and only 13.2
per cent were positive. The content classification is presented in Table 2.

When questioned as to the degree of contact they had experienced with
old people, the reports were: A great deal, 39.5 per cent, Some, 18.4 per
cent, Little, 29.6 per cent, and Very Little or None, 12.5 per cent. To avoid
problems of judgment the classes of response used were as reported above.
These were based upon the subject’s checking what he felt was the ap-
propriate category. For the content classifications, categorization was done by
one writer {MLP) and then discussed with FNA and agreement reached
on the three cases which were in question.

D. Discussion

Although we found a positive and significant relationship between the
present symptom self-reports and the projected symptoms of old age, it must
be emphasized that the magnitude of the relationship is quite small, indi-
cating the relevance of other factors or variables in the determination of
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