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Does Nursing Education in Turkey Affect the Attitudes
Toward Ageing and Elderliness?

By Sadik Hancerliogli', Ismail Toygar® & Dimitrios Theofanidis”

The aim of this study is to explore the attitudes of nurse students in Turkey, towards
ageing and elderliness and to determine differences in terms of year of study. The study
uses a comparative design with data collected from February to March 2020. A random
sample of 306 nursing students was selected. A demographic data form and the Attitudes
toward Ageing and Elderliness Scale (ATAES) were used to collect data. Of the students,
47.7% reported that they cared for older adults in their clinical practice and 53.6%
confirmed that they had successfully completed the theoretical lessons on elderly care.
Theoretical education (Hedge’s g = 0.23) and clinical practice (Hedge’s g = 0.34) on
elderly care have minimal effects on the attitudes toward ageing and elderliness.
Theoretical education and clinical practice as conducted currently in a university in
Turkey, failed to improve attitudes toward ageing and elderliness.
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Introduction

Ageing is a natural biological process of life that starts in the womb and ends
with death (Craik and Salthouse 2011). Elderliness is a distinctive period of later
life with specific characteristics (Hakverdioglu Yont et al. 2015). However, the
terms ageing and elderliness have a negative image in many societies. Although
the term “elderliness” may be associated with many positive terms such as
kindness, wisdom, dependability, affluence, freedom, political power, eternal
youth, and happiness in the community, it may also refer to negative terms such as
illness, uselessness, asexuality, declining mental functions, isolation, poverty, and
depression (Palmore 1999).

Ageing and progressive physical degeneration can easily lead to prejudice or
discrimination against older adults in the community. So, the younger generation
may fear ageing and consider elderliness in a negative light both for themselves
and others (Bousfield and Hutchison 2010, Meisner 2012). These prejudices on
ageing and elderliness feed and enhance ageism (Bergman et al. 2013).

The World Health Organization (WHQ) defines ageism as stereotyping and
discriminating against people according to their age and approaching and
categorizing them with prejudice (WHO 2020). Ageism has harmful effects on the
overall wellbeing of older adults (Nelson 2016, Gendron et al. 2016). Moreover, in
these adults, ageism can cause resistance for help from others and this further
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speed their decline in health. The literature refers to this phenomenon as “social
death” (Seale 1996).

The attitudes of nurses towards ageing and elderliness are of vital importance
as they are the health care professionals in most frequent contact with older
patients. A Canadian projection anticipates that up to 75% of nurses’ time will be
spent on older adults in the near future (Holroyd et al. 2009). Yet, a systematic
review by Khodabandeh et al. (2018) on elderly health care in Iran identified ten
items which pose age-related challenges i.e., negative attitudes of nurses in aged
care; lack of appropriate national programs for the care of the elderly; lack of
knowledge and lack of standard care plans; undiagnosed chronic diseases; lack of
adherence to treatment; irregular drug use depression; malnutrition; isolation from
family and society and perceived misbehavior.

Therefore, in order to support and protect vulnerable older adults from the
harmful effects of ageism, it is essential to improve both the staff nurses and
nursing students” attitudes toward ageing and elderliness.

The majority of nursing curricula worldwide include modules on this subject
focusing mainly on prevention and treatment of diseases in old people’s care.
These include social gerontology, psychology, social work, legal aspects, ethics,
and more. However, because of the nature of the profession, in some cases staff
and students may already have attained negativity towards caring for older people.
Such attitudes may be due to social, psychological and physical features associated
with elder clients. Thus, embracing positive attitudes towards the elderly should be
of major focus in geriatric nursing education (Perez et al. 2016).

However, Holroyd et al. (2009) found that in the second and fourth year of
nursing studies, positive attitudes toward ageing decreased whereby negative
attitudes increased. Furthermore, a study in Spain by Sarabia-Cobo and Pfeiffer
(2015) reported that there was a high prevalence of negative stereotypes toward
ageing among student nurses. In contrast, Gongalves et al. (2011) showed that
nursing students’ attitudes toward ageing and older adults are more positive when
compared with psychology students. Moreover, their study also indicated that
student nurses had a greater interest in working with older adults than psychology
and social work students. Therefore, whether a change in nursing education
approach can improve and sustain positivism towards the aged, remains unclear.

The aim of this study is to explore the attitudes of nurse students towards
ageing and elderliness and to determine differences in terms of year of study.

Literature Review

Nursing is an occupation that emerged as a result of the need for care of
patients, almost as old as human history (Egenes 2017). The most important
element that gives a professional identity to a profession is vocational education
(Jackson 2017). Education is the main factor to become a qualified nurse
(Kermansaravi et al. 2015). The positive effect of nursing care on the treatment
process has been proven by scientific research; as the quality of education
increases, the quality of care increases (Karaca and Durna 2019).
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Nursing education in Turkey has made significant progress over the decades.
Besim Omer Pasha, who was the first military physician in Turkey, decided to
apply the method used in the training of female nurses in Japan in Istanbul and
invited the daughters of well-known families of the city to the “Voluntary Nursing
Course”. This course was the first nursing education in Turkey. In 1925, the Red
Crescent Nursing School was established under the Red Crescent Association. In
the following years, schooling in nursing progressed very slowly and in 1960, the
Ministry of Health started to open Health Vocational High Schools. Since 1961,
there has been an increase in nursing education institutes. The number of health
vocational high schools has increased rapidly, thus meeting the workforce need in
hospitals (Kocaman and Yiiriimezoglu 2015, Ulusoy 1998, Bahcecik and Alpar
20009).

The nursing education in higher education first started with Ege University
School of Nursing in 1955, followed by Hacettepe University and Istanbul
University Florence Nightingale School of Nursing in 1961. The number of
nursing undergraduate programs in Turkey until 1995 was only 11. However, in
1996, with the closure of high schools giving nursing education, the number of
nursing undergraduate programs increased from 11 to 70 overnight (Kocaman and
Yiirtimezoglu 2015). Since then, the number of schools and students has continued
to increase in a way that is not compatible with the infrastructure of the schools
and the number of educators. This increase has brought with it concerns due to
conditions such as the lack of academic staff and infrastructure that may adversely
affect the quality of education (Ulusoy 1998).

Nursing education need to adapt to the changing world to meet the people’s
demands. In recent decades, elderly population is increasing in Turkey and world.
This increase causes various problems in economic, social, and family life. These
problems can also affect health services, health expenditures, health insurance
institutions, and occupational care. Older people may be considered as a social and
economic burden by society. As a social consequence of the elderly people
encountering these problems, negative attitudes towards elderly people can be
developed (Ergdl 2011). The attitude of the health professionals, especially nurses
which is the main profession caring for older adults, towards the elderly is as
important as the society's attitude towards the elderly and aging. Because, with the
prolongation of life span, management of chronic diseases and increased access to
health services, and the increase in the education level of the society, the use of
health services by the older adults has increased in recent decades and it is
projected that it will continue to increase in the future (McKinlay and Cowan
2006, Bujnowska-Fedak and Pirogowicz 2014, Ren et al. 2019).

The attitudes of nurses, who are the most populous occupational group in
health care, toward aging and elderliness has gain more importance in recent
decades with the increase of the elderly population in society. It is projected that
nursing students, as a potential member of the profession in the future, will
generally care for older adults in the near future. Zing et al. reported that students
who do not have sufficient theoretical knowledge and experience in elderly care
will be less willing to care for older adults. In addition, Liu et al. (2013)
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determined that being knowledgeable about old age and preferring to work with
elderly people are related to a positive attitude towards elderly people.

Although nursing students have a positive attitude while providing care to the
elderly and having sufficient knowledge about the old age period is important in
this respect, nursing education programs and institutions can play an important
role in nursing students’ development of positive attitudes towards aging and
aging (Kulakg1 2010).

Methodology
Setting and Sample

This is a cross-sectional comparative study with nursing students 18 years and
older, studying at grades from 1% to 4™ year. It was conducted in a nursing faculty
of a public university in Turkey. Cohen’s criteria were used to calculate the sample
size (Daniel and Cross 2018). The total number of students enrolled in the faculty
was 1136. According to this criterion, sample size was calculated to be 287
students (95% confidence interval, a = 0.05, d = 0.05, p = 0.50, and q = 0.5) who
were randomly selected. The study was terminated after the sample reached 306
participants.

Data Collection

Data were collected from February to March 2020 and were based on self-
reported answers. An extended demographic data form and the Attitudes toward
Ageing and Elderliness Scale (ATAES) were used to collect data.

Extended Demographic Data Form

This form was developed by researchers and consisted of 11 items, collecting
information on individuals’ age, gender, year of study, marital status, family
characteristics, and general views on older adults.

Attitudes toward Ageing and Elderliness Scale

The scale was developed in Turkey by Otrar in 2016 to assess the attitudes
toward ageing and elderliness. The scale consists of 45 items and 4 subscales
including difficulty to accept old age, perception of social attrition, difficulty to
cope with life, and negative image. In terms of scale grading, a high subscale and
total score, indicate more positive attitudes toward ageing and elderliness. The
scale was reported as valid and reliable for those 18 years and older. Chronbach’s
alpha value was 0.97. Test-retest correlations were also significant for the total
score, i.e., r =0.89; p < 0.001. Item analysis showed that all values were determined
significant and discriminant analysis verified the scale to be discriminative.
Therefore, the scale is valid and reliable for research in Turkey and hence was
chosen for this study’s needs (Otrar 2016).
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Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS version 25.0. The descriptive
data in the study are presented as numbers (n) and percentages (%). Prior to data
analysis, raw data were examined to determine if there was a normal distribution;
this informed the decision regarding whether to use parametric or nonparametric
statistics. A Chi-square test for independence was used to test the differences in
categorical groups including gender, marital status, years in nursing education,
willingness to care for older adults, and to live with older relatives. The Mann—
Whitney test was applied to compare attitudes between student groups for non-
parametric data and t-test was applied for parametric data. One-Way ANOVA was
used for multigroup comparations. Post-hoc effects were examined using the Dunn
test. Regression analysis was used to estimate the effects of variables on the
ATAES total mean scores.

Ethics and Deontology

Written approval to conduct the study was obtained from relevant University
Scientific Research and Publication Ethics Committee (protocol number 02/05),
from relevant University Nursing Faculty and from the participants. Participants’
anonymity and data confidentiality were also secured. All directives of the Helsinki
Declaration have been followed.

Results

The majority of the students were female (90.5%) with a mean age of 21.4 +
1.2 years; 47.7% of the sample reported that they cared for older adults in their
clinical practice and 53.6% confirmed that they had successfully completed the
theoretical lessons on elderly care. Of the students, 26.8% were studying in their
4" vear, 61.8% were reported they are willing to care for older adults after their
graduation, 48.7% were living with one or more older adults in the same house,
and 60.5% reported that they want to live with younger family member in the
same house when they get old (Table 1).

Statistically significant differences were found with regard to mean scores of
perceptions on social attrition (p = 0.005), difficulty to cope with life (p = 0.001),
negative images (p = 0.002) subscales, and ATAES total score (p = 0.004) between
students who care for older people or did not. Statistically significant differences
were found with regard to all mean points of subscales and total of ATAES
between the students who successfully completed the theoretical lessons on elderly
care and those who did not. There were no statistically significant differences with
regards to years in nursing education and overall scores (Table 2).
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Table 1. Distribution of Sociodemographic and Education-Related Characteristics
of Students

| n | %
Gender
Female 277 90.5
Male 29 9.5
Years in Nursing Education
1% year 67 21.9
2" year 79 25.8
3 year 78 255
4" year 82 26.8
Family Structure
Nuclear 239 78.1
Extended 59 19.3
Other 8 2.6
Living with older adults
Yes 149 48.7
No 157 51.3
Willingness to care for older adults
Yes 189 61.8
No 117 38.2
Want to live with younger family members when they get old
Yes 185 60.5
No 121 39.5
Completed the theoretical lessons on elderly care
Yes 164 53.6
No 142 46.4
Mean + SD
Age 214+1.2
Table 2. Comparison of ATAES Mean Points with regards to Groups
Difficulty Percep’_uon of | Difficulty Negative ATAES
to accept SO(_:IE':1| tC_) cope image Total
old age attrition with life
3492+ 33.08+ 2337+ 13458 +
Cared for older ves 9.98 43.21x921 7.78 5.28 30.25
people in No 32.88+ 40234908 29.97 + 2156+ 124.65 +
clinical practice 8.84 8.51 4.98 29.08
p 0.061 0.005 0.001 0.002 0.004
Hedge’s g 0.22 0.32 0.38 0.35 0.34
35.10 % 3224+ 2314+ 13351 +
Completed the ves o052 | 4303907 8.06 517 29.69
i 3295+ 32.09 2198+ 126.74 +
Esegﬁggﬂ No 9.41 40.73£937 8.42 5.21 30.14
elderly care p 0.048 0.030 0.223 0.041 0.049
Hedge’s g 0.23 0.25 0.02 0.22 0.23
o 3457+ 3214+ 22.69 + 131.70 +
1" year 9.20 4230£9.26 8.36 5.14 29.83
nd 3554 3233+ 2353+ 135.05 +
I e R ame I
R TR S
+ + + +
4" year 9.40 41.59+969 8.81 5.28 3112
p 0.194 0.073 0.343 0.128 0.134
Cohen’s f 0.14 0.46 0.30 0.31 0.74
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Regression analysis was used to estimate the effects of variables on the mean
of ATAES total scores. Care of older adults in clinical practice and completion of
the theoretical lessons on elderly care were negatively affecting the mean of
ATAES total score (Table 3).

According to Hedge’s g calculation for the independent sample t-test; care for
older adults in clinical practice has a small effect on attitudes toward ageing and
elderliness (Hedge’s g = 0.34). Completion of the theoretical lessons on elderly
care has also a small effect on attitudes toward ageing and elderliness (Hedge’s g =
0.23).

Table 3. Regression Estimates on Mean of ATAES Total Scores

95% CI | 95% ClI
B for B for B B t
(95% CI) Lower Upper P

Bound Bound
Constant 165.13 148.22 182.05 19.21 <0.001
Caredtoolder adultsin | 4305 | g994 | 6207 | | -371 | <0001
clinical practice 0.216
Completed the ]
theoretical lessons on -10.57 -17.48 -3.67 -3.01 0.003

0.176

elderly care

Model Summary: R =0.202, R“=0.041, Adjusted R?=0.035, F = 6.477, p =0.002.

Discussion

Positive attitudes by nursing students towards ageing and elderliness are
important to maintain. Nursing education already incorporates modules relating to
ageing and elderliness. Yet, there are conflicting results reported in the literature
on the effects of nursing education on attitudes toward ageing and elderliness
(Holroyd et al. 2009, Gongalves et al. 2011). This study has explored this relatively
poorly researched topic.

In this study, the Attitudes toward Ageing and Elderliness Scale (ATAES)
was used to explore and determine the nursing students’ attitudes. Results showed
that more than half of the sample reported that they were willing to work in health
care centers for older adults. Yet, in the relevant literature, the willingness to care
for older adults among nursing students was reported to vary widely. Many
personal factors are affecting the willingness to care for older adults such as salary
and career opportunities (Toygar and Karadakovan 2020, Zhang et al. 2016, Chi et
al. 2016, Rathnayake et al. 2016).

One of the attributes affecting attitudes toward ageing and elderliness was the
experience of caring for older adults in clinical practice. The students who cared
for older adults in clinical practice showed more negative attitudes toward ageing
and elderliness. In usual clinical practice, students mostly care for older adults who
have at least one disease or symptom (Mauk 2010). So, they are more exposed to
the negative changes that can arise from ageing. It is possible that exposure to
these negative changes can place nurses more at risk of developing further
negative attitudes toward ageing and elderliness.
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In the current study, a factor that seemed to promote negative attitudes toward
ageing and elderliness was the successful completion of the theoretical modules on
elder people’s care. Thus, these theoretical lessons on elderly care may seem not to
serve their purpose and facilitate positiveness toward ageing and elderliness.
Similar to clinical practice, negative changes towards the old can be observed, i.e.,
the more a student is exposed to first-hand care for the old, the more negative they
become towards working for/with this age group (Perez et al. 2016, Deschodt et al.
2010). Therefore, it seems that both theoretical preparation and clinical experience
in nurse students in this study, failed in the purpose to produce more positive
attitudes towards the aged. This suggests an unfortunate shortcoming in
contemporary nursing education in Turkey whereby there is a need for more
structuralized forms of older people’s care, both theoretical and practical, in the
undergraduate nursing courses. There is a need for investigative research into the
exact competencies which would promote a shift from ageism to pro-age.

It is noteworthy that a way to tackle ageism via education is to confront
elements of ageism such as ‘group think’ of negative stereotypes toward ageing
among nursing students. Such an endeavor, is a Nursing Course on Ageing, as
delivered by Sarabia-Cobo and Pfeiffer (2015) who showed that proper training of
future professionals markedly contributes in the dispensation of proper care and
the diminishing of ageism, which they endorse remains prevalent in healthcare
systems.

Along these lines, Meri¢ et al. (2019) also noticed that positive attitudes
toward the elderly should be promoted in Turkey. Thus, they recommend that
geriatric nursing and home care nursing lectures be included in the nursing
education curricula including awareness of the importance of the concept of old
age and elderly care.

Yet, not all research is claiming that there is a widespread ageism in situ
among student nurses. Usta et al. (2012) students who completed classes related to
elderly health and either lived with or planned to live with at least one elderly
parent after starting a family or already experienced having an elderly relative in
their home, tended to have positive attitudes toward ageing. Furthermore,
Soylemez et al. (2018) in their cross-sectional study on students’ attitudes towards
old people found slightly positive attitudes on average, but they still recommended
that nursing curricula should include more geriatric courses in order to create
further awareness and knowledge regarding care of elderly and more positive
attitudes toward the elderly.

There was no statistically significant difference with regards to years in
nursing education and overall scores in this study. Yet, our results also suggested
that negative attitudes increased in the second and fourth years of education but
these were not statistically significant. These are the time spans which coincide
with the delivery of theoretical education and practice on elderly care in the faculty
where this study was conducted.

Although the mean scores of ATAES were lower in the fourth year compared
to the first year, theoretical education and clinical practice of nursing students
showed only small effects on attitudes toward ageing and elderliness. Demir et al.
(2016) also found that elder discrimination was defined by academic class level,
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and the willingness to work with old people. They also suggest that more
educational elements on getting old and declining/maintaining health should be
incorporated in the nursing curricula. More gerontology lessons need to be added
into undergraduate programs and practice areas enabling students to spend more
time with elderly. Finally, training and consulting programs about discrimination
against the old need to be created for the students in all stages of their education.

It is also recommended in the international literature that visiting nursing
homes and seeing healthy older adults decreases ageism among nursing students
(Deschodt et al. 2010). Smith et al. (2017) also suggest that increased exposure to
and interactions with older adults can reduce ageist views among college students.
It is therefore postulated that such targeted actions may influence nurse students in
adopting more positive approaches to ageing and elderliness.

Limitations

The study was conducted in only one nursing faculty in the country and thus,
results cannot be generalized to a national level.

Conclusion

As a result, nursing education does not seem to affect the attitudes toward
ageing and elderliness at least to a degree that it was planned to achieve.
Unfortunately, as this sample indicates that, theoretical education and clinical
practice as conducted currently in a university in Turkey, failed to improve attitudes
toward ageing and elderliness. We propose that nursing students should be exposed
to healthy older adults more frequently and that in the theoretical training, targeted
educational techniques and content are employed in order to strive towards
positive changes on ageing. The need for further investigative studies into the
exact nature of the competencies which would promote a shift from reported
ageism to pro-age is of paramount nursing importance.

Overall, adopting positive attitudes towards the elderly would translate into
providing higher quality nursing care for the elderly, and raising the standards of
the nursing profession as a whole.
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