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Abstract 

The overriding aim of the article is to discuss research results about the affective and 

cognitive character of implicit attitudes to the older people in Poland and the differences in this 

area among people from the age groups of early, middle and late adulthood. 

The sample comprised 90 subjects, divided into three age sub-groups (N = 30; including 

15 women and 15 men), representing early adulthood  with a mean age of 28 years, middle 

adulthood with a mean age of 50 years and late adulthood with a mean age of 70 years. 

An experimental method based on priming paradigm was used. Target stimuli were the 

pictures of elderly and young people’s faces. The priming stimuli consisted of words referring to 

features belonging to one of the two affective categories (positive vs. negative) and to one of the 

two semantic categories (stereotypically attributed vs. non-attributed to old people).  

The findings suggest that implicit attitudes towards older adults in Poland are neither 

negative nor positive. However, there is a tendency to perceive older people in a stereotypical 

way, which is the greatest in the age group of older adults. Moreover, negative stereotypes of the 

elderly people are stronger than the positive ones. 
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Introduction 

The social position of older adults and its specificity in Poland. The present position 

and the social perception of olderadults in society is ambiguous.On the one hand, psychologists, 

sociologists, pedagogues, and other researchers have long been pointing to the issue of a negative 

social perception of theelderly people as well as negative attitudes toward this particular age 

group (e.g. Burgess, 1960; Graham,& Backer, 1989; Schmidt,& Boland, 1986; Susułowska, 

1989; Tuckman,&Lorge, 1953). The introduction of such terms as ageism (Butler, 1969) and 

gerontophobia (Bunzel, 1972) and theircontinual presence in the scientific literature (e.g. Nelson, 

2002; Palmore, 2005; Woolf, 1998) testify to the magnitude and importance of the stated 

problem. The issue of ageism coupled with stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination based on 

age can all be found in the research findings of many empirical studies (e.g. Butler, 1980; Bowd, 

2003; Clapham,&Fulford, 1997; Cuddy,&Fishke, 2004;Hagestad,&Uhlenberg, 2006; Hummert, 

Garstka, Shaner,&Strahm, 1994; Jelenec,& Steffens, 2002; Kite,& Johnson, 1988; Kite,& Smith 

Wagner, 2004; Nelson, 2002; McCann,& Giles, 2004; Palmore, 1999; Perlmutter,&Hall, 1992; 

Rupp, Vodanovich,&Crede, 2005, 2006).  

On the other hand, the disadvantageous position of the elderlypeople seems to has 

changed. The changes include the social status and the living conditions of the elderly adults, 

and, which is also important, the styles of life in old age, the scope and types of activity 

undertaken by seniors (Perlmutter,& Hall, 1992).Consequently the social perception and the 

attitudes toward elderly people has changed respectively. At least some of research show 

attitudes towards the old people lacking in stereotyping, positive or at least neutral in their 

character (Jelenec&Steffens, 2002; Kite&Johnson, 1988; Kite et al., 2005; Mellor, Chew,& 
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Greenhill, 2007; StatementNo 2429 CBOS, 2000; Perlmutter,&Hall, 1992; Trempała, & Zając-

Lamparska, 2007).  

In Poland the change of elderly adults' lifestyle, discussed previously, progresses fairly 

slowly. An analysis of a survey carried out in 1999-2001 by the Polish Society of 

Gerontologyshowed many changes concerning older adults after the political and economic 

reforms begun in 1989 due to the political system transformation (Synak, 2002; 2003), but not all 

of them are positive. For instance pensioners’ cost of living increased, however pensions failed 

to match this increase. Moreover, there have been significant improvements in nursing home 

care, hospitalization, and social insurance, but older adults’ self-assessments of their health have 

declined (Leszko, Zając-Lamparska, &Trempała, 2015).   According to PolSenior research 

project, although the health status and physical capacity of significant part of the elderly people 

allow them to maintain the independence, the activity level in this age group is fairly low 

(Mossakowska, Więcek&Błędowski, 2012; http://polsenior.iimcb.gov.pl/en/home). Research by 

Social Diagnosis 2013 revealed also that the physical and social activity of respondents aged 60 

and older decreases with age. In comparison to younger adults, older adults spend much more 

time watching TV (on average 60% more) and are twice less likely to play sports (although some 

sports, like Nordic walking, jogging or cycling are as popular as among younger). Moreover, the 

elderly people are much less likely to go to the movie theater, concert, restaurants, cafe or pubs 

and to participate in social meetings (Czapiński, 2013; Czapiński&Panek, 2014). One of the 

greatest examples of engaging older people in Poland are Universities of the Third Age. At 

present there are nearly 100 Universities of the Third Age in Poland, having about 25.000 

participants. However, older adults attending that Universities form a specific group. Their level 

of formal education is much higher than that one represented by the whole population of elderly 
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people in Poland and their financial situation is relatively good. In addition, more than half of 

those people are also members of other social organizations (Zgliczyński, 2012). In general, 

there is a significant relationship between various forms of elderly people’s activity (familial, 

physical, and social) and their educational attainment. Older people having higher education 

(college degree) show the highest organizational activity, and the lowest level of passive 

pastimes (Czapiński, 2013; Czapiński,&Panek, 2014). It can be concluded that positive lifestyle 

changes are observed in Poland mostly in well-educated elderly people having at least average 

financial status.  

The attitudes towards older adults among people in different ages. Assumptions 

about relation between attitudes to the elderly and age are also ambiguous. The reason for that is 

the fact that the age factor in research into attitudes toward seniors can be taken into account in 

various ways (Zając-Lamparska, 2012). 

Firstly, the age factor constitutes a criterion for age stratification, which is treated as 

being a basic rule of the social life organization (Riley, 1985; Turner, 1989, 1998; Irwin, 1998 

Wrosch&Frund, 2001). As a result of age stratification seniors can constitute the so-called in-

group (for people at older ages) or the out-group (for younger generations). The in-group and 

out-group division is connected with favouring the in-group over the out-group, the more 

positive assessment of the in-group included (Brewer, 1996; Whitley & Kite, 2010). Thus said, 

the elderly should perceive seniors in a more positive way and take a more positive attitude to 

them than people from other age groups. However, as the meta-analysis conducted by Kite and 

colleagues shows (2005) research results are not so synonymous. The majority of them in actual 

fact confirm the presented regularity, however one part of the results speaks volumes about an 
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opposite tendency, whereas another part speaks volumes about a lack of age-related differences 

in terms of attitudes toward the elderly.  

Secondly, age also indicates an affinity to a generation/to a particular birth cohort. It 

shows that attitudes toward seniors in people belonging to different generations were shaped by 

discrete underpinnings, i.e. historical, cultural and social ones. Positive change in social positions 

of the elderly, which has been taking place over the past few years, is one of the aspects of the 

dissimilarity. In this context one can draw a conclusion that the people from the youngest age 

group should take the most positive attitude toward seniors. 

 The implicit attitudes towards older adults and the mechanisms forming these 

attitudes. Following the majority of theoretical perspectives an attitudecan be defined as 

asummary evaluation of any object (attitude object) including affective, behavioral and/or 

cognitive reactions (Bohner,&Wänke, 2002). The subject matter of the majority of research 

studies are explicit attitudes towards elderly people. These attitudes are declared and controlled 

consciously, whereas implicit attitudes manifest themselves in automatic, spontaneous, and 

unconscious behavior. Wilson, Lindsey and Schooler (2000) in their definition of an implicit 

attitude list the following characteristics: (1) the sources of it are not conscious; (2) the activation 

of it is automatic; (3) it impacts unconscious, uncontrolled reactions and behaviors that reflects 

the person’s attitude of which the person is unaware and not try to control. According to the 

classical definition by A. Greenwald an implicit attitude mediates favorable or unfavorable 

feelings, thoughts or actions toward social objects (Greenwald,&Banaji, 1995). The procedure of 

affective priming or the Implicit Association Test (IAT) by Greenwald show more negative 

attitudes towardselderly people than, for instance, the questionnaire by Kogan, measuring 

explicit attitudes (Jelenec,& Steffens, 2002). However, another findings suggest that young and 
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old adults do not reveal automatic ageism (Chasteen, Schwarz,& Park, 2002).So far, there were 

no polish research regarding implicit attitudes towards the older adults. 

 The dual-attitude model (DAM) hypothesis proposes that there are four types of 

dual attitudes – four mechanisms that form the implicit attitudes.  These mechanisms are as 

follows: (a) the formation of implicit attitudes through motivated overriding, (b) the formation of 

implicit attitudes through automatic overriding, (c) the formation of implicit attitudes through 

repression, (d) the formation of implicit attitudes through automatic system.  

In the case of motivated and automatic overriding, implicit attitudes result from changes in 

explicit attitudes consciously declared.The point of departure for motivated overriding is a lack 

of acceptance for the explicit attitude with the motivation to override it that emerges in the 

process. The mechanism of motivated overriding is often described as typical of prejudice and 

stereotyping, behaviors  socially and culturally disapproved of and thus requiring a motivation 

for a change in explicit attitudes (Wilson et al., 2000). When attitudes change, the old, unwanted 

attitude is not replaced with the new one, but rather remains as an implicit attitude. Consequently 

the new, accepted explicit attitude will prevail whenever an individual has a sufficient cognitive 

capacity to control one’s behavior and attitudes expressed through such behavior, and whenever 

a person is motivated to exert such control. In the remaining instances e.g. in the case of 

automatic behaviors and those reflecting a person’s attitudes of which he or she is not aware of, 

such behavior will be influenced by the implicit attitude. 

The mechanism of motivated overriding can be directly translated into the process of implicit 

attitude construction toward elderly people. Ageism has long been faced with social criticism, 

which can generate motivation for a more favorable change in attitudes toward the elderly. The 

findings of previously cited research prove a favorable attitude toward seniors declared by the 
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respondents. With the motivated overriding process in mind, it can be concluded that despite the 

changes in explicit attitudes toward the elderly, the implicit attitudes remain to be negative and 

stereotyping in character. 

The second mechanism listed above, referring to the construction of implicit attitudes 

through overriding, is automatic overriding. In this instance, again, an implicit attitude is formed 

due to a change in an explicit attitude. However the difference is that in the case of automatic 

overriding there is a lack of motivation to modify an attitude. Attitude change occurs 

automatically with no intention and conscious control of an individual. Such a change may result 

from new information about the attitude object or a new experience concerning the object. By 

referring the mechanism of automatic overriding to implicit attitudes toward the elderly, and 

taking into consideration the fact that explicit attitudes toward the elderly have undergone some 

positive changes, it can be concluded, again, that implicit attitudes remain most probably 

negative and stereotyping. 

Another mechanism leading to the construction of an implicit attitude is repression. The 

process of repression occurs when a given attitude is threatening or endangering for an individual 

and thus blocks access to one’s awareness. On the outside the person displays an opposite 

attitude or manifests none. It is difficult to associate this mechanism with attitudes towards older 

people, although it can occur in the age group of late adulthood. In late adulthood ageist attitude 

refers to one’s own age group which might make it appear to be threatening or unacceptable, and 

is therefore repressed. Repression becomes then another potential mechanism whereby 

unconscious, implicit attitudes toward the elderly are more negative than explicit conscious 

evaluations. However, the mechanism only refers to the late adulthood age group and it can 
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enhance the discrepancy between explicit and implicit attitudes among the members of this age 

group due to the previously described mechanisms. 

The last mechanism of implicit attitudes construction is their automatic activation. This is 

the only mechanism which does not necessarily need to cause discrepancy between explicit and 

implicit attitudes. Automatically activated attitudes occur independently of explicit responses 

formed through conscious retrieval. Both processes are parallel with the only difference being 

that in the former case an individual is not aware of the overriding attitude and its underlying 

factors, and does not control the process. In the latter case, though, just the opposite is true – an 

individual is both aware and in control of emerging evaluations. From the distinction between 

the automatic and reflective systems of attitude formation follows that ultimately explicit 

attitudes depend greatly on an individual, while implicit attitudes are totally effected by the 

factors forming them automatically. Among the factors in question we find culture, socialization 

and personal affective experiences (Devine, 1989). As the consequence of their influence, 

associations are formed, which, in turn, are also automatically activated.  

The nature of implicit responses toward the elderly formed that way will depend on the 

roots of automatically triggered responses. When it comes to the influence of culture and 

socialization, it is worth noticing that only recently have some changes occurred in how the 

elderly are perceived in terms of their social position and age group. Presumably, they did not 

influence the attitudes formed automatically in people from age groups
1
 of middle and late 

adulthood. It is more likely that the formation of their attitudes remained under the influence of 

old people and old age stereotypes as well as a negative bias and prejudice toward this particular 

age group. In respect of young adults, the situation is different – there the positive changes in the 

elderly people’s social situation and position may have been the source of automatically formed 
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implicit attitudes toward the elderly. It is quite likely then that the implicit attitudes toward the 

elderly in young adults will not be negative and stereotyping.Consequently there will not be any 

difference between attitudes formed through the reflective and automatic systems – both the 

explicit and implicit attitudes toward the elderly
2
 will be positive. 

Ultimately, it can be hypothesize that implicit attitudes towards older adults are negative 

and stereotypical at least in the age groups of middle and late adulthood. 

The aim of the study. The overriding aim of the study was to investigate the implicit 

attitudes to the older adults among people in Poland. Within the framework of the research 

project a question has been raised as to the character of implicit attitudes (positive vs. negative 

and stereotyping vs. non-stereotyping) and the differences in this regard among people from the 

age groups of early, middle and late adulthood. 

On the basis of an analysis of theoretical underpinnings and available research results one 

can form the following preliminary expectations about attitudes to the elderly among people in 

Poland: (1) Implicit attitudes toward the older adults in Poland are of negative and stereotyping 

character, (2) The younger the age group is, the less negative and stereotyping character is 

applicable to attitudes toward the older adults. 

 

Method 

Participants.  The sample consisted of 90 subjects, divided into three age sub-groups, 

representing early adulthood (20 – 40 years old, mean age: 28, N=30; including 15 women and 

15 men), middle adulthood (41 – 60 years old, mean age: 50, N=30; including 15 women and 15 

men) and late adulthood (above 60 years of age, mean age: 70 years,N=30; including 15 women 

and 15 men).  
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Procedure. An experimental method based on priming paradigm (Bohner&Wänke, 2004; 

Olson & Fazio, 2009) was used. In order to conduct the study a computer program designed by 

Zając-Lamparska was introduced. Both semantic and affective priming were used in the study. 

Target stimuli were the pictures of elderly people’s faces (over 60 years of age) and young 

people’s faces (18-25 years old), in equal number of men and women. The priming stimuli 

consisted of words referring to human features. Each word belonged to one of the two affective 

categories (words denoting positive and negative features) and simultaneously to one of the two 

semantic categories (words denoting features stereotypically attributed vs. non-attributed to old 

people). Ultimately there were four word categories, i.e. (1) words denoting negative features, 

stereotypically attributed to the elderly people; (2) words denoting negative features, 

stereotypically non-attributed to the elderly people; (3) words denoting positive features, 

stereotypically attributed to the elderly; (4) words denoting positive features, stereotypically non-

attributed to the elderly people. All the words came from ACL adjective test of H. B. Gough and 

A. B. Heilbrune. The accuracy of word selection for each category was estimated by means of 

unanimity of competent expert's opinions: (a) for semantic categories (words denoting features 

stereotypically attributed to elderly people vs. young people): Kendall’s W=0.80, p < 0.001; (b) 

for affective categories (words denoting positive features vs. negative features): Kendall’s 

W=0,85,  p < 0,001. In the study each picture of every category was primed  by word categories. 

Since in order to measure implicit attitudes, indirect measures (e.g. people participating in 

the study are not aware of the fact that their attitudes are measured) are used, the instruction was 

to perform categorizing tasks based on classifying people (faces) that appeared on the monitor 

either as old or young, by pressing respective buttons on the computer keyboard. 
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The indicators of implicit responses toward the elderly in the present study were based on 

the comparison of reaction times to the pictures of elderly people
3
 with respect to the priming 

stimulus (word), therein: (a) shorter time reaction to the pictures of the elderly primed by words 

denoting negative features, indicated a negative attitude, in contrast to the words denoting 

positive features, (b) shorter average reaction time to the pictures of the elderly primed by words 

denoting features stereotypically attributed to elderly people, indicated stereotyping attitude, in 

contrast to the words denoting features attributed to young people. 

Data Analysis. To data analysis the mixed-design ANOVA was applied. The within-subjects 

factors were: the affective nature of the priming stimulus (positive vs. negative features), the 

semantic nature of the priming stimulus (stereotyping vs. non-stereotyping features) and the 

gender of the photographed models (male vs. female), and the between-subjects factors was the 

age group (early, middle and late adulthood).The analysis were conducted using 

STATISTICA10 software. 

 

Findings 

The analysis showed that implicit attitudes towardsolder adults are neither negative nor 

positive. The average reaction time to the photographs of elderly people did not differ 

significantly whether the photograph was preceded by a word denoting a negative or positive 

feature: F[1, 87]=0.235; p=0.629; η
2
p = 0.003, which means that none of the categories paved 

the way for responses to the photographs of the seniors. This effect is independent on age of 

research participants:  F[2, 87] = 0.003; p = 0.997; η
2
p = 0.0001. 

When it comes to stereotyping vs. non-stereotyping implicit attitudes toward the elderly 

people, based on the findings obtained in the study it can be concluded that there is a tendency to 
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stereotype the older persons. The evidence being a significantly shorter average reaction time to 

the photographs of the elderly preceded by words stereotypically attributed to the elderly: F[1, 

87] = 38.252; p<.001; η
2
p = 0.305. Moreover this effect is moderated bycertain factors: the age 

of research participants: F[2, 87] = 5.350; p < .01; η
2
p = 0.109, and the affective nature of the 

priming words F[1, 87] = 3.971; p< 0.05; η
2
p = 0.044.  

 

Figure 1 
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Figure 1. The comparison of average reaction time (ms) to the pictures of older adults priming 

by the words denoting age stereotypes vs. non-stereotyping features in groups of young, middle-

aged and old adults 
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In terms of age, the greatest tendency to stereotype older people occurs in the age group 

of old adults (see Figure 1). The post-hoc analyses (Sheffe Test and Tukey’s HSD) reveal that 

statistically significant shorter average reaction time after the features (words) stereotypically 

attributed to the older people is present only among old adults (for both post-hoc tests: p < .001).  

 

Figure 2 
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Figure 2. The comparison of average reaction time (ms) to the pictures of older adults priming 

by the words denoting positive and negative age stereotypes vs. positive and negative non-

stereotyping features  

 

Moreover, the affective category of features modifies the influence of their semantic 

category in such way that the shortening of the reaction time after words denoting features 
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stereotypically attributed to elderly people is greater  for the negative features than for the 

positive (see Figure 2). But the effect size is small (η
2
p = 0.044). The same time, as show the 

post-hoc analyses (Sheffe Test and Tukey's HSD), the differences between average reaction time 

after words denoting and non-denoting age stereotypes are statistically significant (p < .001) in 

both cases: negative and positive features. It means that, although there are both negative and 

positive age stereotypes, the negative are stronger.  

Discussion 

The findings suggest that the implicit attitudes towards the older people in Polish society 

are affectively neutral, or more specifically: neither negative, nor positive. Therefore the 

expected negative and ageist character of implicit attitudes did not emerge. Nevertheless, an in-

depth analysis of the findings obtained in the study does not allow for such clear-cut 

interpretation. The tendency for negative and positive stereotyping of the elderly people 

emerged, especially in the group of older adults. This “neither negative, nor positive” implicit 

attitude toward the older adults may be indicative of not so mush neutral as ambivalent attitude, 

i.e. positive and negative at the same time.  It can be further assumed that even an implicit 

stereotype of an elderly person emerged in the findings obtained in the study (Boduroglu, Yoon, 

Luo & Park, 2006; Cuddy, Norton &Fishke, 2005; de Paula Couto&Koller, 2012; Macia, 

Lahmam, Baali, Boëtsch&Chapuis-Lucciani, 2009). The attitude shall be characterized by 

affective consistency, while a stereotype, also the implicit one, can be, by its nature, affectively 

ambivalent as well as cognitively  inconsistent (Greenwald &Banaji, 1995). It shall be assumed 

that the activation of either the positive or negative aspect shall depend on the activation of 

specific associative patterns at a particular moment i.e.,  a kind of “matching” between external 

stimulation and an associative model stored in memory (according to associative-propositional 
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evaluation model, APE; Gawronski&Bodenhausen, 2006). The character of the activated 

associative patterns will determine (automatic) behavior of an individual. 

Comparing the attitudes shown across age groups of early, middle, and late adulthood, 

indicates that in an optimal way (affectively neutral and non-stereotyping) young and middle-

aged adults assume attitudes toward the elderly. The outcome is in line with predictions based on 

theoretical premises. It needs to be stressed that the defined tendencies across age groups are not 

intra-individual in character for the study was crosswise not longitudinal. The defined 

differences between age groups are indicative of the generation gap. A neutral affective character 

of attitudes and a lack of stereotyping among two younger groups, especially youngadults, may 

be an indication of new explicit convictions about the elderly people as well as automatic 

associations which are the basis for implicit attitudes in this cohort. Their development can be 

associated with the influence of the group-specific factors
4

 such as education, different 

experience with old people, their social position and style of life, and finally negative (generally) 

assessments of any form of stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination.The research findings in 

question may be viewed as an indication of a decreasing and fading tendency to stereotype the 

elderly across the consecutive birth cohorts. 

In the context of the above interpretation the research findings can be considered 

optimistic, but the concern is the tendency to stereotypical perception of their own age group 

among the older adults. Moreover, taking into account the third mechanism forming the implicit 

attitudes (repression), this tendency may not disclose until the period of late adulthood, when a 

person begins to belong to the group of "older people". Thus, although today absent, it can reveal 

among young and middle-aged people in their future. The tendency to stereotypical perception of 

one’s own age group can have various negative consequences, starting with the lowered self-
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esteem and quality of life (especially in the case of negative stereotypes), involuntary 

stereotyping of one’s own activities and decisions (Rodin & Langer 1980; Susułowska 1989; 

Perlmutter& Hall 1992).The conclusion which can be drawn from the research for the 

psychological practiceis that there is a need not only to undertake action in order to improve the 

image of the elderly and their relationship with the younger generations, but also the need to 

work on the senior’s attitude towards old age and the relation they have with their own old age. 

 

Acknowledgements: to Karolina Pejka-Balcer for data collection. 
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Footnotes 

                                                           
1
 In this case age groups are referred to as birth cohorts as the belonging to a give cohort 

determines common socio-cultural experiences. 

2
 This additionally eliminates motivated and automatic overriding, mechanisms whereby implicit 

responses are formed. 

3
 Only reaction times to the picture of the elderly were compared, pictures of young people were 

introduced in order to perform the categorizing task. 

4
 Not clearly noticeable in the life experience of former generations. 
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Figure 1.The comparison of average reaction time (ms) to the pictures of older adults priming by 

the words denoting age stereotypes vs. non-stereotyping features in groups of young, middle-

aged and old adults 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



               IJRSS            Volume 5, Issue 4              ISSN: 2249-2496 
_________________________________________________________         

A Quarterly Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International e-Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories 
Indexed & Listed at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gage, India as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A. 

International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
 http://www.ijmra.us                                             

 
401 

November 
2015 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

 

positive features negative features

affective category of the primes

620

640

660

680

700

720

740

760

780

800

820

840

860

880

a
v
e

ra
g

e
 r

e
a
c
ti
o

n
 t

im
e
 (

m
s
) 

to
 t

h
e
 p

ic
tu

re
s
 o

f 
o

ld
e

r 
a
d

u
lt
s

 primes: age stereotypes
 primes: non-stereotyping features

 

Figure 2. The comparison of average reaction time (ms) to the pictures of older adults priming 

by the words denoting positive and negative age stereotypes vs. positive and negative non-

stereotyping features  

 


