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The purpose of th is  research study was to determine the re la ­

tionship between ego defensiveness and a tt i tu de s  of female registered 

nurses toward the e lde r ly .  This research study was designed to 

explore the relevance of Katz's Functional Theory o f Attitudes in fu r ­

thering the understanding of factors which may influence the a tt itudes 

of registered nurses toward the e ld e r ly .

The primary questions which were addressed are as fo llows: (1)

What are the a tt itudes of registered nurses toward the elderly? (2) 

Is there a re la t ionsh ip  between ego defensiveness and a tt itudes of 

registered nurses toward the e lderly? (3) Is there a re la t ionsh ip  be­

tween certa in demographic and personal cha rac te r is t ics  and the a t t i ­

tudes of registered nurses toward the e lderly?

The Kogan Old People Scale, the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirabi­

l i t y  Scale, and a Personal P ro f i le  Questionnaire were mailed to 318 

randomly selected registered nurses resid ing in the State of Nebraska.

A to ta l o f 255 usable questionnaires were returned and comprised the 

f in a l  sample for th is  study.

Using multip le  regression analysis a regression equation was 

developed which accounted for 29% of the varia t ion  in a tt i tudes . 

Analysis o f the data revealed a s ig n i f ic a n t  pos it ive  re la t ionsh ip
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between the denial component o f the Marlowe-Crowne scale and a tt itudes 

as measured by the Kogan Old People Scale. This f ind ing  implies that 

responses on the Kogan Old People Scale may be biased by the degree of 

eao-defensiveness o f  the respondents. That is ,  h ighly ego devensive 

ind iv idua ls  may respond in a posit ive so c ia l ly  acceptable manner; thus 

th e ir  scores may not re f le c t  th e ir  true a t t i tu d e s . Other s ig n i f ic a n t  

variables were respondents' age, whether or not they had previously 

had a close personal re la t ionsh ip  with an e ld e r ly  person and th e ir  

perception of tha t re la t ionsh ip .

The resu lts  obtained in th is  study ca ll  in to  question the conclu­

sions o f previous studies which used the Kogan Old People Scale and 

which found p r im a r i ly  posit ive a tt itudes toward the e ld e r ly .  Further 

research should be directed at re p l ica t ing  th is  study with another 

sample to validate the f ind ings.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION 

The context of the problem

The provision o f adequate health care fo r  the older segment o f 

our population is  one o f the most pressing issues in our society 

today. Service organizations and service providers are coming under 

increasing social pressure to recognize and respond to the needs o f 

those ind iv idua ls  who have reached that period o f l i f e  designated as 

old age. In order to respond to the d iv e rs i ty  of needs which 

characterize those ind iv idua ls  over the age o f 65, persons who are 

involved in the de live ry  o f care must not only be aware o f ,  but 

capable of re fu t in g  the negative images which have been a ttr ib u te d  to 

the e ld e r ly .  Ind iv iduals who practice nursing represent the largest 

number o f health care providers and, consequently, have the greatest 

opportunity fo r contact with the e lde rly  who seek health care. The 

a tt i tudes  which nurses hold toward the e ld e r ly  may have a c r i t i c a l  

impact on the type o f care that is  given to the e lde r ly  person. In 

add it ion , a tt i tu d es  which nurses convey toward the e ld e r ly  may 

influence the e ld e r ly  person's in c l in a t io n  to seek needed health 

services, as well as the person's w il l ingness to ac t ive ly  p a r t ic ipa te  

in health promoting behaviors.

Although not s p e c if ic a l ly  focusing on the e lde r ly  c l ie n t ,  

research by Fogel and Rosillo  (1969) and Yuker, Block, and Young
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(1970) document the pos it ive  re la t ionsh ip  between s ta f f  a tt i tudes  and 

patient recovery ra te . In a 1977 study, Hatton attempted to determine 

the re la t ionsh ip  between the a t t i tu d e  of the nurse toward the e lde r ly  

and nursing care provided. The comparisons in th is  study showed no 

s ta t is t ic a l  s ign if icance. Hatton reported that fo r f iv e  o f the seven 

nurse pa rt ic ipan ts , there appeared to be a re la t ionsh ip  between 

a tt i tu d e  and pos it ive  nurse-patient in te rac t ion .

Acknowledging the potentia l impact of the a tt i tudes  of nurses on 

the general well-being o f the e ld e r ly ,  i t  seems essentia l tha t every 

e f fo r t  be made to ascertain the manner in which those engaged in the 

practice o f nursing view the e lde r ly  person.

Current lite ra tu re  supporting the problem

In terest in id e n t i fy in g  the a tt itudes o f nurses toward the 

e ld e r ly  dates back to the 1960's when Brown (1966-67) conducted the 

f i r s t  comprehensive study in th is  area. The f ind ings o f th is  three- 

year study revealed tha t nursing personnel preferred younger persons 

and younger patients to old people and old pa tien ts . The 1970's 

marked a renewed in te re s t  by nursing researchers about the a tt itudes  

of nurses toward the e ld e r ly .  The studies conducted during th is  

period are characterized by the fo llowing approaches: (1) Those

studies which focused on the d if fe re n t  categories o f nursing 

personnel; (2) Those studies which attempted to iso la te  variables 

which influence the a tt i tu d es  of the nursing personnel; and (3) Those 

studies which attempted to  produce a change in the a t t i tu de s  o f nurses 

toward the e lde r ly .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



Categories of nursing personnel. Partic ipants in a t t i tu d in a l  

research o f nurses toward the e ld e r ly  were representative o f the three 

leve ls  o f nursing personnel: reg istered nurses, licensed practica l

nurses, and nursing assistants. Some o f the studies compared the 

a tt itudes  o f d i f fe re n t  nursing personnel (Brown, 1966-67; Campbell, 

1971; G i l l i s ,  1973; Devine, 1980; Smith, Jepson, and P e r lo f f ,  1982),

while other studies focused on subjects who were registered nurses 

(Hatton, 1977; Taylor and Harned, 1978; Meyer, Hassanein, and Bahr, 

1980; Brower, 1981; Huckstadt, 1981). Most o f the early  studies 

re flec ted  the negative a tt i tude  which prevailed in society, while some 

recent studies appear to indicate a neutral or s l ig h t ly  pos it ive  

a tt i tu d e  toward the e lde rly  (Taylor and Harned, 1978; Meyer, 

Hassanein, Bahr, 1980; Huckstadt, 1981; Smith, Jepson, and P e r lo f f ,  

1981).

Student nurses are another group o f nursing personnel who have 

been the focus o f research concerning a tt i tudes  toward the e ld e r ly  

(DeLora and Moses, 1969; Gunter, 1981; Heller and Walsh, 1976). The 

analysis o f the data reveals that the students held a tt itudes  s im ila r  

to  th e ir  licensed counterparts. Care o f the e lde r ly  person was seen 

as less desirable than the care o f the younger ind iv idua l.  DeLora and 

Moses (1969) report that the students used such adjectives as

"depressing*1, " d u l l " ,  and "slow" to  describe the care o f the

e ld e r ly .  Following a course on gerontology, Gunter (1971) found tha t

fewer students expressed an in te res t in working with the e ld e r ly  than 

a t the beginning of the course.
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4

In fluencing variab les. Over the years nurse researchers have 

attempted to id e n t i fy  those variables which influence the a tt i tudes  o f 

nurses toward the e lde r ly .  Some of the more common variables which 

have been examined include those o f age, educational le v e l ,  area o f 

c l in ic a l  p rac tice , type of employing agency, and the amount o f time 

spent in the d ire c t care of the e ld e r ly ,  as well as the amount o f

contact with the e lderly  at a personal le v e l .  Despite the number of 

studies that have been conducted there seems to be agreement that 

there is  no variable or set o f variables which has consis tently  been 

id e n t i f ie d  by researchers as having a s ig n i f ic a n t  influence on the

a tt i tu d e  o f nurses toward the e lde r ly  (Brower, 1981). One trend in

th is  area of research appears to deserve fu rthe r consideration because 

o f i t s  potentia l impact on the care o f the e lde r ly  person. Research 

conducted by Campbell (1971); G i l l i s  (1973); Meyer, Hassanein and Bahr 

(1980); Brower (1981) appears to ind icate that those nurses who have 

less frequent contact with the e lde r ly  on e ither a professional or 

personal le v e l ,  as well as those nurses who are employed in settings 

other than long-term f a c i l i t i e s ,  tend to e xh ib it  more posit ive  

a tt i tudes toward the e lde r ly . Brower (1982) contends that the f ind ing  

is  re lated to the organizational s e t t in g , but when one reviews the 

find ings of her research, as well as the find ings of others, i t  

appears that the amount of time spent with the e lde r ly  cannot be 

ignored as an in f luencing fac to r.

Attempts to produce a t t i tu d in a l  change. A study which was

designed to induce a t t i tu d in a l changes in nursing personnel toward the
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e ld e r ly  has been implemented with student samples. Gunter (1971) 

reported tha t fo llow ing a course in gerontology the number o f students 

who expressed an in te re s t in working with the e ld e r ly  had ac tua lly  

declined. A study by T o l le t t  and Thornby (1982) demonstrated tha t fo r 

th is  pa r t icu la r  sample the amount o f g e r ia t r ic  and gerontology content 

did not appear to influence the students' a tt i tudes  about the 

e ld e r ly .  A study conducted with a group of registered nurses enrolled 

in graduate study caused Dye (1979) to conclude tha t the a tt i tudes  

held by the pa rt ic ipan ts  caused them to be powerfully res is tan t to 

change. There are, on the other hand, those researchers (Hart, F ree l, 

and Crowell, 1976; Heller and Walsh, 1976; W ilh ite  and Johnson, 1976) 

who have demonstrated some success in changing the a tt i tudes  o f the 

subjects toward the e lde r ly  in a pos it ive  d ire c t io n .  Although there 

has been considerable in te re s t in measuring the a tt itudes  o f nurses 

toward the e ld e r ly ,  no one has attempted to determine which factors 

influence the re s i l ie n cy  o f these a tt i tu d e s . In add it ion , l i t t l e  

e f f o r t  has been directed to id e n t i fy  those conditions which lead to 

success in changing a tt i tud es  toward the e ld e r ly  in a pos it ive  

d ire c t io n .

As one re f le c ts  on the research which has been conducted, one is  

immediately confronted w ith  the lack o f clear and consistent f ind ings 

regarding not only the variables which appear to influence the 

a tt i tudes  o f nurses toward the e ld e r ly  but also with the lack of 

agreement regarding what the preva il ing  a tt i tu d e  o f the nurse is  

toward th is  segment of the population. Despite the fac t that many of
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the a t t i tu d in a l  studies conducted have been plagued with sampling, 

instrument, and methodological problems, the importance of pursuing 

research in to  th is  area cannot be overemphasized when one considers 

demographic pro jections which ind icate tha t by the year 2030, 

ind iv idua ls  over the age of 65 could account fo r  20 percent of our 

to ta l  population (Barrow and Smith, 1983).

Theoretical framework. The functional approach to a t t i tu d e  

formation developed by Katz (1960) provides a theoretica l framework 

fo r  invest iga ting  the a t t i tu d e s  of registered nurses toward the

e ld e r ly .  Katz proposes tha t a tt i tudes  can be viewed as serving four 

basic functions: (1) an instrument or u t i l i t a r i a n  function which

enables an indiv idual to obtain rewards and avoid punishment, (2) the 

ego-defensive function which serves to protect the ind iv idua l from 

both in terna l and external threats to one's self-image; (3) a value- 

expressive function which fa c i l i t a t e s  the development o f one's s e l f -  

concept as well as membership with a p a r t icu la r  group; (4) a knowledge 

function which enables one to develop a sense o f meaning out o f l i f e

and the world in which one l iv e s .  Katz's functional approach to

a tt i tu d e s  represents an attempt to understand the reasons ind iv idua ls  

hold the a tt itudes they do. The sign ificance o f d i f fe re n t ia t in g  the 

functional basis o f a tt i tudes  is  addressed by Katz (1960):

Unless we know the psychological need which is  met by the 

holding o f an a tt i tu d e  we are in a poor posit ion to 

predict when and how i t  w i l l  change (p. 170).
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Other theo r is ts  such as Smith, Bruner, and White and Kell man have been 

id e n t i f ie d  as having developed s im ila r theoretica l approaches to 

a t t i tu d e  change (Insko, 1967).

In the process of explaining his theoretica l perspective, Katz 

(1960) makes the point tha t the techniques and conditions fo r a tt i tude  

change w i l l  d i f f e r  depending upon the function which the a tt i tude  

performs fo r the personality . He states:

The usual procedure fo r  changing a tt itudes and behavior

has l i t t l e  pos it ive  e f fe c t  upon a tt itudes geared in our 

ego defenses. In fac t they may have a boomerang e f fe c t  o f 

making the indiv idual c l in g  more tenaciously to his 

emotionally held b e lie fs  (p. 182).

Katz suggests tha t many o f our a tt i tudes serve the function of 

defending our self-image. Perhaps th is  very point can explain in part 

the inconsistent f indings tha t some researchers have reported when

attempting to produce a pos it ive  change in the a t t i tu d e  of nurse 

subjects toward the e ld e r ly .  I f ,  in fa c t ,  a tt i tudes  which serve an 

ego defensive function require techniques which are d i f fe re n t  from

att itudes  which serve the other functions id e n t i f ie d  by Katz, i t  would

seem important to explore the extent to which a tt i tud e s  o f nurses 

toward the e lde r ly  are re lated to ego defensiveness.

Despite the recognition by some (Menzies, 1961; Dye, 1979: 

M i l le r ,  1979) o f the possible re la t ionsh ip  o f ego defensiveness and 

a tt i tudes  o f nurses toward pa tien ts , l i t t l e  research has been done to 

provide empirical support o f  th is  re la t ionsh ip . Bonaparte (1979)
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examined the re la t ionsh ip  between ego-defensiveness, open-closed 

mindedness and nurses' a tt i tudes toward c u l tu ra l ly  d i f fe re n t  

patien ts . Analysis o f the data revealed that lower ego-defensiveness 

was found to resu lt  in more posit ive a tt itudes toward only one of the 

three c u l tu ra l ly  d i f fe re n t  ta rget groups. Bonaparte speculated tha t 

th is  find ing  could be a ttr ibu ted  to the fac t that fo r th is  p a r t icu la r  

sample, C a t te l l 's  16 Personality Factor Questionnaire demonstrated the 

construct o f anxiety rather than the variable o f ego-defensiveness. 

The find ings o f th is  study imply that fu r the r e f fo r ts  should be made 

to explore the possible re la t ionsh ip  between ego-defensiveness and 

a tt i tudes  of nurses toward d if fe re n t  groups of patien ts .

Statement of Purpose

The purpose o f th is  study was to determine the re la t io n sh ip  

between ego-defensiveness and a ttitudes o f female registered nurses 

toward the e ld e r ly .

The primary questions which were investigated in th is  study are:

1. What are the a tt i tudes  o f female registered nurses toward the 

elderly?

2. Is there a re la t ionsh ip  between ego-defensiveness and 

a tt i tudes of female registered nurses toward the elderly?

3. Is there a re la t ionsh ip  between certa in  demographic variables 

and the a tt i tudes  o f registered nurses toward the elderly?

Definitions

The fo llow ing d e f in i t io n s  were assigned to terms and concepts 

u t i l iz e d  in th is  study:
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A tt i tu d e : The predisposition o f the ind iv idual to evaluate some

symbol or object or aspect o f his world in a favorable or

unfavorable manner (Katz, 1960, p. 168).

A tt itude  toward the e ld e r ly : The predisposition of an indiv idual to

evaluate an e lde r ly  person in a favorable or unfavorable manner. 

For the purpose o f th is  study the score obtained on the Kogan Old 

People Scale (Kogan, 1961a) w i l l  serve as an ind icator o f an

in d iv id u a l 's  a tt i tu d e  toward the e ld e r ly .

C lin ica l practice area: For the purpose o f th is  study, the c l in ic a l

practice categories w i l l  be u t i l i z e d :  medical; su rg ica l;

ped ia tr ics ; o bs te tr ics ; psychiatric-mental health; in tens ive /cor­

onary care; g e r ia t r ic s ;  community health; general practice.

D irect nursing care: The act of d i r e c t ly  m in istering to the needs o f

a patient or c l ie n t  on a one-to-one basis.

Ego-defensiveness: The mechanisms by which the indiv idual protects

his ego from his own unacceptable impulses and from the knowledge 

o f threatening forces from w ithout, and the methods by which he

reduces his anxieties created by such problems (Katz, 1960, p.

172). For the purpose of th is  study, ego-defensi veness w i l l  be

measured by the Crowne-Marlowe Social D e s ira b i l i ty  Scale (Crowne- 

Marlowe, 1964, p. 23-24).

El d e r ly : Those ind iv idua ls  who have reached or surpassed the

chronological age o f 65.

Registered nurse: An ind iv idua l who has completed a course of study

in e ither an associate degree, diploma, or baccalaureate nursing
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program and has successfully passed the state board licensure 

examination to practice nursing.

Assumptions

The fo llow ing  assumptions provide a frame o f reference from which

to in te rp re t th is  study:

(1) A tt itudes are measurable.

(2) The Kogan Old People Scale was an appropriate instrument fo r  the 

measurement o f re la t iv e  a tt itudes  toward the e ld e r ly .

(3) Ego-defensiveness is  measurable.

(4) The Marlowe-Crowne Social D e s ira b i l i ty  Scale was an appropriate 

instrument fo r  the measurement of ego-defensiveness.

(5) The items included in the demographic questionnaire were 

appropriate and re la t iv e  to the investiga tion  being conducted.

(6) The procedure used to select subjects fo r  th is  study provided a 

representative sample o f the population.

(7) The subjects who comprise the sample provided va lid  responses to 

the instruments used in th is  study.

Delimitations and Limitations

(1) The population fo r th is  study was re s tr ic te d  to female registered 

nurses who were licensed in the state o f Nebraska at the time th is  

study was conducted.

(2) Conclusions o f th is  study would only be applicable to the popula­

t ion  o f female registered nurses from Nebraska.

(3) This study was subject to the inherent weaknesses in survey 

designs.
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