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INTRODUCTION

The world’s population is aging at a remarkable rate. The percentage of the world’s population
aged 65 and over was 5.1% in 1950, was 8.3% in 2015, and will increase to 17.8% by 2060 (United
Nations, 2017). In this aging society, intergenerational conflicts between the elderly and the rest
of the population are frequently observed in many workplaces and nursing care (Binstock, 2010).
Anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes held by non-elderly people have been examined as one of the
major causes of such intergenerational conflicts (North and Fiske, 2013). Specifically, the elderly is
often perceived as incompetent and stubborn (McKenzie and Brown, 2014). Non-elderly people
may also hold the discriminatory view that the elderly should pass down any resources, avoid
excessive consumption of any shared social resources, and not behave as if they were younger
(North and Fiske, 2013). These anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes lead to a decrease in the quality
of life of the elderly (Levy et al., 2000), a disregard for the will of the elderly (Vitman et al., 2014),
and an inhibition of the formation of a harmonious intergenerational society (Ishii and Tadooka,
2015). Based on the above, the affirmation of attitudes toward the elderly is an important issue in
psychological research.

This opinion paper will begin with a broad overview of the interventions that have been
implemented to reduce anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes. Then, an important perspective
specific to a social group of the elderly, which have not been sufficiently paid attention to,
is pointed out; all people will eventually belong to a social group of the elderly. As a theory
that incorporates this perspective, Levy’s (2009) stereotype embodiment theory (SET) will be
introduced, and a typical factor (i.e., subjective time to become elderly) that should be focused
on in future interventions to reduce anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes, will be discussed. In this
paper, the fact that we all become elderly is focused on, and this mainly refers to healthy aging, not
pathological aging.

PREVIOUS INTERVENTIONS TO COMBAT THE ANTI-ELDERLY
DISCRIMINATORY ATTITUDES

To reduce anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes, a wide range of strategies have been conducted.
Previous research has conducted educational interventions which aim to demystify certain
commonly misunderstood aspects of the aging and elderly (Chonody, 2015; Lytle and Levy, 2019).
For example, Wurtele and Maruyama (2013) found that, after participants were presented with
accurate information about the elderly, their anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes significantly
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decreased. The advantage of such educational interventions is
that they are relatively easy to implement and can be delivered
to a wide range of participants simultaneously. On the contrary,
interventions to encourage perspective taking by participants’
experience in the impaired physical movements of the elderly
(Berthold et al., 2013) and experience in the elderly’s appearance
using virtual reality (Oh et al, 2016), are also shown to be
effective. These types of interventions will continue to increase as
scientific technology have developed in recent years. In addition,
various studies aimed to reduce anti-elderly discriminatory
attitudes through direct contact experience with the elderly
(Allan and Johnson, 2008). For instance, Meshel and McGlynn
(2004) conducted a 6-week intergenerational exchange program;
elementary and junior high school students’ attitudes toward
the elderly became more positive after the intervention. This
result is consistent with the classical findings on mere exposure
effects (Zajonc, 1968; Kwan et al, 2015). Extended contact
experiences, in which participants imagine getting positive and
favorable contact experience with the elderly, are also effective
in reducing discriminatory attitudes (Drury et al., 2016; Pekgetin
et al, 2021). A strategy of extended contact has the advantage of
being relatively easy to implement even in environments where it
is difficult to get contact experience with the elderly.

Intervention strategies described above contribute to reducing
anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes, but they miss an important
perspective specific to a social group of the elderly; all people
will eventually belong to a social group of the elderly. This
characteristic does not apply to other contexts of prejudice,
such as gender or race. Based on the above, it is important to
incorporate the perspective that everyone will eventually become
an elderly into the context of prejudice against the elderly, but
there has been insufficient research to date (Levy, 2009; Takeuchi,
2016; Shimizu et al.,, 2021). Therefore, in this opinion paper,
Levy’s (2009) SET is focused on as a theory that incorporates
this perspective.

STEREOTYPE EMBODIMENT THEORY

SET is a theory that discusses the effects of elderly stereotypes on
the perceivers themselves. SET consists of four major processes:
internalization, unconscious operation, salience gain from self-
relevance, and utilization of multiple pathways (Levy, 2009).
Internalization is the process by which people are faced with
and internalize elderly stereotypes throughout their lives, and
the process begins in childhood (Levy and Banaji, 2002).
Unconscious operation is the process by which internalized
stereotypes, as described above, automatically and unconsciously
influence people’s judgments and actions (Bargh et al., 1996).
Salience gain from self-relevance is the process by which
internalized stereotypes of the elderly are understood as highly
self-relevant incidents and this is a process that we all go
through as we get older (Levy, 2009). Utilization of multiple
pathways is the process by which self-associated stereotypes of
the elderly influence themselves psychologically, behaviorally,
and physiologically (Levy et al., 2006; Wurm and Benyamini,
2014; Chasteen et al., 2015). For example, it has been shown that

elderly people who have strongly internalized negative elderly
stereotypes are more likely to feel stressed and lonely (McHugh,
2003).

SET is unique in that it discusses the effects of elderly
stereotypes on perceivers themselves, focusing on the temporal
dimension. Everyone will eventually become elderly, and those
who have a negative view of the elderly when they are young
are more likely to be affected by the undesirable effects described
above (Levy, 2009). It is an inherent characteristic of the elderly
that perceivers of stereotypes and prejudices will one day become
members of the stigmatized group. Based on the above, it
is necessary to incorporate this temporal dimension into the
discussion in the context of reducing anti-elderly discriminatory
attitudes. However, a major problem is that there has not been
enough discussion that incorporates this perspective.

DISCUSSION

As strongly argued in the SET, the elderly is unique in
which everyone eventually belongs to. In order to incorporate
this perspective into the context of reducing anti-elderly
discriminatory attitudes, it would be useful to focus on the
subjective time to become elderly. It has been reported that
there are large individual differences in people’s sense of time
(Jokic et al., 2018; Stam et al., 2020). In other words, even if the
time is the same length, each person feels it in a different way.
Specifically, some people believe that becoming elderly is not a
long way off, despite their actual age being young, while others
believe that becoming elderly is still a long way off, despite their
actual age being relatively old.

Those who believe that becoming elderly is still a long
way off will be more likely to perceive the elderly as separate
from the self and unlikely to imagine themselves when they
become elderly. Such cognition of separating the elderly from
the self as temporally distant is noteworthy because it is likely to
contribute to anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes and, in turn,
to the reinforcement of intergenerational conflicts. From the
perspective of social identity theory (Tajfel, 1981; Onorato and
Turner, 2004), it can be said that when we perceive others as
different and distant from ourselves, we perceive them as an
outgroup and direct discriminatory attitudes toward them. Based
on the above, interventions that make participants feel that the
subjective time to become elderly is shorter, may be effective.
However, in the context of reducing anti-elderly discriminatory
attitudes, the impact of the subjective time to become elderly has
not been sufficiently examined. Future research should explore
interventions such as experimentally manipulating the subjective
time to become elderly.

In this opinion paper, a broad overview of the interventions
to reduce anti-elderly discriminatory attitudes is shown. An
important perspective; all people will eventually belong to a social
group of the elderly, has been overlooked in the literature. To
incorporate such perspective, Levy’s (2009) SET was introduced,
and it would be effective to focus on the subjective time to
become elderly. Future studies should investigate and focus
on the temporal dimension to find more effective intervention
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methods. Therefore, the concept of subjective time to become
elderly deserves a great deal of attention. This opinion paper will
contribute to the direction of psychological intervention research
and its future development.

REFERENCES

Allan, L. J., and Johnson, J. A. (2008). Undergraduate attitudes toward the elderly:
the role of knowledge, contact and aging anxiety. Educ. Gerontol. 35, 1-14.
doi: 10.1080/03601270802299780

Bargh, J. A., Chen, M., and Burrows, L. (1996). Automaticity of social behavior:
direct effects of trait construct and stereotype activation on action. J. Pers. Soc.
Psychol. 71, 230-244. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.230

Berthold, A., Leicht, C., Methner, N., and Gaum, P. (2013). Seeing the world
with the eyes of the outgroup—The impact of perspective taking on the
prototypicality of the ingroup relative to the outgroup. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 49,
1034-1041. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2013.07.007

Binstock, R. H. (2010). From compassionate ageism to intergenerational conflict?
Gerontologist 50, 574-585. doi: 10.1093/geront/gnq056

Chasteen, A. L., Pichora-Fuller, M. K., Dupuis, K., Smith, S., and Singh,
G. (2015). Do negative views of aging influence memory and auditory
performance through self-perceived abilities? Psychol. Aging 30, 881-893.
doi: 10.1037/a0039723

Chonody, J. M. (2015). Addressing ageism in students: a systematic review
of the pedagogical intervention literature. Educ. Gerontol. 41, 859-887.
doi: 10.1080/03601277.2015.1059139

Drury, L., Hutchison, P., and Abrams, D. (2016). Direct and extended
intergenerational contact and young people’s attitudes towards older adults. Br.
J. Soc. Psychol. 55, 522-543. doi: 10.1111/bjso.12146

Ishii, K., and Tadooka, Y. (2015). The influence of pathogen threat on ageism in
Japan: the role of living with older adults. Japanese J. Psychol. 86, 240-248.
doi: 10.4992/jjpsy.86.14020

Jokic, T., Zakay, D., and Wittmann, M. (2018). Individual differences in self-rated
impulsivity modulate the estimation of time in a real waiting situation. Timing
Time Percept. 6, 71-89. doi: 10.1163/22134468-00002101

Kwan, L. Y. Y., Yap, S., and Chiu, C. Y. (2015). Mere exposure affects perceived
descriptive norms: implications for personal preferences and trust. Organ.
Behav. Hum. Decis. Process 129, 48-58. doi: 10.1016/j.0bhdp.2014.12.002

Levy, B. (2009). Stereotype embodiment: a psychosocial approach to aging. Curr.
Dir. Psychol. Sci. 18, 332-336. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01662.x

Levy, B. R, Ashman, O., and Dror, I. (2000). To be or not to be: the
effects of aging stereotypes on the will to live. Omega 40, 409-420.
doi: 10.2190/Y2GE-BVYQ-NFOE-83VR

Levy, B. R,, and Banaji, M. R. (2002). “Implicit ageism,” in Ageism: Stereotyping
and Prejudice Against Older Persons, ed. T. D. Nelson (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press), 49-96.

Levy, B. R, Slade, M. D., May, J., and Caracciolo, E. A. (2006). Physical recovery
after acute myocardial infarction: positive age self-stereotypes as a resource. Int.
J. Aging. Hum. Dev. 62, 285-301. doi: 10.2190/EJK1-1Q0D-LHGE-7A35

Lytle, A., and Levy, S. R. (2019). Reducing ageism: education about aging
and extended contact with older adults. Gerontologist 59, 580-588.
doi: 10.1093/geront/gnx177

McHugh, K. E. (2003). Three faces of ageism: society, image, and place. Ageing Soc.
23, 165-185. doi: 10.1017/S0144686X02001113

McKenzie, E. L., and Brown, P. M. (2014). Nursing students’ intentions to work in
dementia care: influence of age, ageism, and perceived barriers. Educ. Gerontol.
40, 618-633. doi: 10.1080/03601277.2013.863545

Meshel, D. S., and McGlynn, R. P. (2004). Intergenerational contact, attitudes,
and stereotypes of adolescents and other people. Educ. Gerontol. 30, 457-479.
doi: 10.1080/03601270490445078

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

YS: article development, composition, draft review, and
creative oversight.

North, M. S., and Fiske, S. T. (2013). Act your (old) age: prescriptive, ageist
biases over succession, consumption, and identity. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 39,
720-734. doi: 10.1177/0146167213480043

Oh, S. Y., Bailenson, J., Weisz, E., and Zaki, J. (2016). Virtually old: embodied
perspective taking and the reduction of ageism under threat. Comput. Hum.
Behav. 60, 398-410. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.007

Onorato, R. S., and Turner, J. C. (2004). Fluidity in the self-concept: the
shift from personal to social identity. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 34, 257-278.
doi: 10.1002/ejsp.195

Pekgetin, S., Hasgill, E., Diigeroglu, R. Y., and Arabac,i, Z. (2021). The effect
of extended contact with community dwelling older adults on the ageist and
helping attitudes of home care students: a single blind randomised controlled
trial. Int. J. Older. People. Nurs. 16:¢12382. doi: 10.1111/0pn.12382

Shimizu, Y., Hashimoto, T., and Karasawa, K. (2021). The complementation of the
stereotype embodiment theory: focusing on the social identity theory. J. Hum.
Environ. Stud. 19, 9-14. doi: 10.4189/shes.19.9

Stam, C. H., van der Veen, F. M., and Franken, 1. H. (2020). Individual differences
in time estimation are associated with delay discounting and alcohol use. Curr.
Psychol. doi: 10.1007/s12144-020-00899-7

Tajfel, H. (1981). Human groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Takeuchi, M. (2016). “The effects of attitude toward aging on social participation
and physical activity in the future: 15 years longitudinal study of Japanese elders
[Conference presentation],” in The 31st International Congress of Psychology,
Yokohama, Japan.

United Nations (2017). World Population Prospects: The 2017 Revision.
Department of Economic and Social Affairs in United Nations.

Vitman, A., Iecovich, E., and Alfasi, N. (2014). Ageism and social integration
of older adults in their neighborhoods in Israel. Gerontologist 54, 177-189.
doi: 10.1093/geront/gnt008

Wurm, S., and Benyamini, Y. (2014). Optimism buffers the detrimental effect
of negative self-perceptions of ageing on physical and mental health. Psychol.
Health 29, 832-848. doi: 10.1080/08870446.2014.891737

Waurtele, S. K., and Maruyama, L. (2013). Changing students’ stereotypes of older
adults. Teach. Psychol. 40, 59-61. doi: 10.1177/0098628312465867

Zajonc, R. B. (1968). Attitudinal effects of mere exposure. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 9,
1-27. doi: 10.1037/h0025848

Conflict of Interest: The author declares that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Shimizu. This is an open-access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution
or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and
the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal
is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or
reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 765394


https://doi.org/10.1080/03601270802299780
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.230
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2013.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnq056
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039723
https://doi.org/10.1080/03601277.2015.1059139
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12146
https://doi.org/10.4992/jjpsy.86.14020
https://doi.org/10.1163/22134468-00002101
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2014.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01662.x
https://doi.org/10.2190/Y2GE-BVYQ-NF0E-83VR
https://doi.org/10.2190/EJK1-1Q0D-LHGE-7A35
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnx177
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X02001113
https://doi.org/10.1080/03601277.2013.863545
https://doi.org/10.1080/03601270490445078
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213480043
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.195
https://doi.org/10.1111/opn.12382
https://doi.org/10.4189/shes.19.9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-020-00899-7
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnt008
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2014.891737
https://doi.org/10.1177/0098628312465867
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0025848
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

	An Overlooked Perspective in Psychological Interventions to Reduce Anti-elderly Discriminatory Attitudes
	Introduction
	Previous Interventions to Combat the Anti-Elderly Discriminatory Attitudes
	Stereotype Embodiment Theory
	Discussion
	Author Contributions
	References


