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Abstract 

 

Universities and colleges across the country have turned to recruiting non-traditional aged 

students amid declining attendance rates. If universities wish to create a welcoming environment 

for their new non-traditional students to encourage retention and graduation, it is imperative to 

assess for levels of ageism (prejudice or discrimination based on age) and to design appropriate 

interventions to address the ageism that may impact the success and retention of these students. 

Based on previous studies, ageism can be one factor that is negatively impacting non-traditional 

students. Yet to date, only one study about ageism from traditional college students towards their 

established adult peers has been conducted. The purpose of the current study was to fill the 

research gap and examine traditional students’ age-related attitudes toward their non-traditional 

peers using the Stereotype Content Model. Traditional students were randomly assigned to one 

of a series of vignettes to look at their perceptions around gender and age about their non-

traditional classroom peers. The hypotheses in this study were not supported. This suggests that 

traditional-aged students do not view non-traditional aged students in ageist ways (i.e., less 

competent, more warm). Future studies may utilize a modified version of the current vignettes or 

examine non-traditional aged students’ sense of belonging.  

Keywords: ageism, non-traditional students, established adults, Stereotype Content Theory 
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Chapter One: Overview 

 

Higher Expectations in Higher Education?  

The Stereotype Content Model and Perceptions of Non-traditional Students 

Universities and colleges across the country have turned to recruiting non-traditional 

aged students amid declining attendance rates (National Student Clearinghouse, 2021). Based on 

previous studies, ageism can be one factor that is negatively impacting non-traditional students 

(Brown & Brown, 2015; Jordan, 2018; Kinyon, 1994). Certainly, if universities wish to create a 

welcoming environment for their new non-traditional students to encourage retention and 

graduation (Hauptman, 2008), it is imperative to assess for levels of ageism amongst students, 

faculty, and staff, and design appropriate interventions to address the issue at hand. Ageist 

attitudes can be perpetuated by university faculty, staff and by traditional students who are 

younger, sometimes significantly younger, than their non-traditional peers. 

In the 21st century over 43% of individuals attending college are aged 25 years and over 

(Wyatt, 2011) and the percentage is expected to increase through 2028 (Hussar & Bailey, 2020). 

Non-traditional students can be defined across various dimensions, with status of age (i.e., 25 

years of age and older) as the most common way to categorize non-traditional students 

(Kasworm, 2003). Other ways of defining non-traditional students include “maturity and 

developmental complexity acquired through life responsibilities, perspectives, and financial 

independence; and the status of responsible and often-competing sets of adult roles reflecting 

work, family, community, and college student commitments” (Kasworm, 2003, p. 3). Non-

traditional students are also known as adult learners (Erwin, 2020; Kasworm, 2008), established 

adults (Mehta et al., 2020), and adult workers (Kasworm, 2010). In this manuscript, the author 
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will use the term “non-traditional aged student”. One of the problems that non-traditional aged 

students face is ageism from their traditional-aged peers. 

Ageism 

The term ageism was first introduced in 1969 by Butler as attitudes and stereotypes about 

the elderly that can be “benign or malignant” (Butler, 1980).  The concept can also be defined as 

“negative stereotypes about ageing [that] are acquired at a very early age and [which] tend to act 

as self-fulfilling prophecies in old age” (Marques et al., 2020). Initially, the term ageism was 

looking at negative attitudes and behaviors toward older adults, but ageism can be perpetuated by 

anyone at any age. Therefore, a more comprehensive definition would be “stereotypes, prejudice, 

or discrimination against (but also in favor of) people because of their chronological age” 

(Ayalon & Tesch-Römer, 2017). Indeed, ageism does not consist always of negative attitudes, 

labeled “hostile” ageism; attitudes can be positive as well, and listed as “benevolent ageism”. For 

example, someone could be stereotyped as friendly (warm) or intelligent (competent; Fiske et al., 

2002). However, even ‘positive’ stereotyping is often paired with negative evaluations on the 

other dimension i.e., an older adult is usually perceived as either warm or competent, not usually 

both (Fiske et al., 2002). Ageism can be directed toward others (other-directed) or onto oneself 

(self-directed) and occur at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional levels (Marques et 

al., 2020). 

Effects of Ageism 

Whereas ageism stems from negative attitudes of the young toward older adults, it is a 

problem that affects the whole population (Palmore, 2003; Smith et al., 2016; Vefikuluçay 

Yilmaz & Terzioğlu, 2011). Ageism affects how society treats people and how they see 

themselves (Horton et al. 2007). In fact, ageism is considered a public health issue by the World 
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Health Organization (Officer & de la Fuente-Núñez, 2018). The effects of ageism include 

undermining memory performance (Chasteen et al., 2005; Hess et al., 2004; Stein et al., 2002), a 

lessened ability to recover from disease (Horton et al., 2007), diminished cardiovascular function 

(Levy et al., 2000), and increasing levels of anxiety and blood pressure (Auman et al., 2005). 

Indeed, ageism results in health conditions which represent a $63 billion financial burden 

annually (Levy et al., 2020). Ageism affects how people are treated by others and, more broadly, 

by society (Dionigi, 2015). Moreover, as Palmore (2003) indicated, everyone who lives long 

enough is vulnerable to experiencing ageism. Therefore, ageism is an issue that should be of 

concern to everyone, including those in higher education. 

Marques et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of the determinants of ageism and 

found that the majority of studies produced mixed results or non-significant findings. Still, they 

identified several correlates of ageism at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional levels.  

Stereotype Content Model 

Fiske et al. (2002) in a seminal work found that ageism consisted of stereotypes on the 

following dimensions: warmth and competence. Fiske, in a later study, posited that ageism 

consists of judgments along those two dimensions; they are universal, and that “people infer 

warm (or cold) intent from respectively cooperative or competitive structural relationships 

between individuals or groups” (Fiske, 2012, p. 34). On the other hand, competence (i.e., 

capability, skill), is inferred from “apparent status” such as prestige and economic success 

(Fiske, 2012, p. 34). People can be a mix of low and high on both dimensions (i.e., one trait or 

the other), with those high in both being admired the most (Fiske, 2012; Fiske et al., 2002). 

Those who are both warm and competent are also willingly associated with by others (Fiske, 

2012). On the opposite end, those who are low in both warmth and competence are viewed with 
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disgust and contempt because they are perceived as undermining of the values of society (Fiske, 

2012). When there is a mix of warmth and competence (i.e., warmth and incompetence or 

coldness and competence), the result is an ambivalent prejudice and an unclear place in society 

(Fiske, 2012). Fiske and colleagues continued to find support for the Stereotype Content Model. 

Characteristics of the Stereotyped 

 Characteristics of the stereotyped person can also affect the contents of the ageist 

stereotypes. In their study, Fiske et al. (2002) found that Asians and Jews were more likely to be 

stereotyped as high in competence but low in warmth. Welfare recipients and those in lower 

socioeconomic brackets were stereotyped as low in both competence and warmth, whereas 

elderly people and disabled people were most often considered to be high in warmth but low in 

competence (Fiske et al., 2002). 

 It should be noted that much of the literature in this review concerns older adults. 

However, the current study focuses on non-traditional aged students, which are not equivalent to 

older adults. The current study’s purpose was to examine which, if any, stereotypes are held by 

traditional-aged students toward non-traditional aged students. 

Gender of the Stereotyped 

A few of the other-directed determinants are discussed further in this review. Gender has 

been shown to be one of the most frequent variables affecting people’s attitudes towards older 

adults (Brown & Brown, 2015; Fiske, 2012; Koenig, 2018; Narayan, 2008). Specifically, women 

tend to be viewed similarly to older people – warm and less competent.  

Contact Hypothesis 

The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) maintains that intergenerational contact can 

reduce prejudice between people. In the field of gerontology, contact between a younger adult 
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and an older adult has demonstrated the contact hypothesis is effective in reducing negative 

ageism (Burnes et al., 2019; Levy, 2018). In their systematic review, Marques et al. (2020) 

determined that “contact with older people seems to be the most important determinant of other-

directed ageism” (p. 15). Having contact with an older adult, such as a grandparent, can facilitate 

lower levels of ageism. However, the authors stipulate that the quality of the contact is important 

to consider. In other words, the experiences with that older person need to be positive to mitigate 

the effects of ageism. Marques et al. maintained that this was because people are less likely to 

stereotype older individuals when they have a positive perception of them. The current study 

examined participants’ contact with older college students and whether the experience was a 

positive or negative one. 

Non-traditional Aged Students and Ageism 

 There is evidence to suggest that non-traditional students experience ageism. For 

example, Simi and Matusitz (2016) suggest ageism could be one factor as to why non-traditional 

aged students are more likely than their traditional-aged counterparts to drop out of college 

without receiving a degree (Compton et al., 2006). Indeed, non-traditional aged students report 

experiencing age-related prejudice (Simi & Matusitz, 2016; Summers et al., 2023). Kasworm 

(2010) suggested non-traditional aged students are valued less in comparison to traditional-aged 

students, which is supported by the lack of focus on non-traditional aged students in college 

mission statements, advertising, and representation (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). In fact, non-

traditional aged students noted that age acted as a barrier to various aspects of the college 

experience from admissions to orientation to the classroom experience (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). 

During orientation, speeches addressed to new students often assume they are coming directly 
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from high school, therefore alienating the established adults that are starting college (Simi & 

Matusitz, 2016).  

 In the college classroom, non-traditional aged students may feel a sense of isolation from 

their traditional peers, whether intentional or not (Kinyon, 1994; Simi & Matusitz, 2016; Tufford 

et al., 2024). Still, non-traditional aged students are expected to ‘know more’ because they are 

older (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). However, if non-traditional aged students know too much and 

appear too competitive, their traditional peers may regard them with hostility and social closure, 

or as monopolizing resources for one’s in-group (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). In this way, non-

traditional aged students are held to a higher standard that can act as a barrier for fitting in with 

their traditional-aged peers. Other non-traditional aged students may experience what is known 

as imposter syndrome for not knowing as much as they ‘should’ which inhibits their classroom 

participation (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). Taken together, age acts as a significant barrier to success 

for non-traditional aged students.  

 In addition to age, ageism can also act as a barrier to success in a college setting. Indeed, 

non-traditional aged students have reported experiencing ageist attitudes in the form of school 

policies and practices, overt remarks from others, and covert messages from faculty (Simi & 

Matusitz, 2016; Tufford et al., 2024). In a qualitative study that examined perceptions of non-

traditional aged students in a social work classroom, the non-traditional aged students reported 

ageism as something they noticed in the classroom (Tufford et al., 2024). The students in the 

study noted traditional-aged students did not approach them nor did they want to work together 

for group projects. The non-traditional aged students picked up on this behavior and listed it as a 

challenge of attending college at their age. More specifically, ageism toward non-traditional aged 

students can manifest as age-based attitudes on the part of traditional students.  
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In Kinyon’s (1994) study, traditional students expressed wanting to build and maintain 

friendships with other traditional students “to the exclusion of non-traditional students” (p. 47). 

Furthermore, 39% of traditional students in that study expressed a desire for a classroom 

composition of “primarily or entirely of other traditional students” (p. 44). Kinyon also found 

age-based stereotypes toward non-traditional aged students. Examples include stereotyping non-

traditional students as “being more likely to attend college as a result of personal failure or crisis, 

to receive preferential treatment from instructors, to argue with instructors, and to ask irrelevant 

questions in class” (p. 62). Kinyon did not use the Stereotype Content Model, as it was not 

developed until later. Her study results from 30 years ago need to be updated to provide a clearer 

understanding of ageism from traditional-aged students toward their non-traditional aged peers. 

In summary, age and ageism are just some of the factors that non-traditional aged 

students face. Next, there will be a review of the literature that examines how traditional-aged 

students view their non-traditional aged peers. 

Undergraduate Perceptions of Non-traditional Aged Peers 

General Perceptions 

 The following section will review the literature on traditional college students’ 

perceptions of aging and older adults. In general, when it comes to young adults’ views on aging 

and older adults, younger adults tend to hold more ageist attitudes than older adults (Connolly, 

2016; Rupp et al., 2010). In that way, a freshman undergraduate student will likely hold more 

negative views about aging than a senior undergraduate student (Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009).  

In one study that examined undergraduate students’ perceptions and behaviors related to 

age and the aging process, the attitudes were generally favorable (Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009). 

Furthermore, the favorable attitudes toward older adults remained when gender, GPA, and aging-
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related courses were controlled for (Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009). However, this finding is 

unique as many studies have found the opposite to be true (i.e., students tend to view age and the 

aging process negatively). This finding is robust across several studies (Barret & Von Rohr, 

2008; Connolly, 2016; Gutiérrez & Mayordomo, 2019; McConatha et al., 2003; Özkan & 

Serpen, 2011).  

Major and Field of Study 

Differences have been found in levels of ageism among undergraduate majors amongst 

college students (Kalavar, 2010; Vefikuluçay Yilmaz & Terzioğlu, 2011). For example, one 

study found that students from a science-related major exhibited more negative attitudes toward 

aging than students from social sciences- or health sciences-related majors (Gutiérrez & 

Mayordomo, 2019). Indeed, one study found that “encouragingly, exercise science students are 

not very ageist and are interested in working with older adult patients” (Forlenza et al., 2019, p. 

50). The current study will collect information related to participants’ majors. 

Contact and Experiences 

Consistent with the contact hypothesis (Allport,1954), students who had more contact 

with older adults had more positive attitudes than those who had less contact (Allan & Johnson, 

2009; Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009). However, another study examining the effect of gender and 

staying condition (living with an older adult or not living with an older adult) on benevolent and 

hostile ageism found the opposite effect (Pramanik & Biswal, 2020). That is, young adults not 

living with an older adult exhibited higher level of benevolent ageism than those who were 

sharing living spaces. Further analyses showed female participants living with an older adult 

exhibited more hostile ageism compared to those who were not (Pramanik & Biswal, 2020). This 
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may be related to aging-related fears which tend to be more frequent in women than men (Barrett 

& Von Rohr, 2008; Conolly, 2016; McConatha et al., 2003).  

On the other hand, it was thought that maybe living with an older adult increases the 

feelings of hostility toward older adults. Indeed, Smith et al. (2016) found that males lived with 

older adults more often than females in their sample. Whereas the contact hypothesis posits 

living with an older adult would be associated with less ageist attitudes, the male student 

participants held more negative perceptions (Smith et al., 2016). The inconsistent relationship 

between contact with older adults and degree of ageism was further investigated by Rowe et al. 

(2020). Their results indicated that the kind of interaction or contact matters. Instead of all 

contact leading to lower levels of ageism, only favorable interactions will have this effect (Rowe 

et al., 2020; Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009). Additionally, there tends to be an inverse relationship 

between knowledge of aging and level of ageism, where more knowledge was significantly 

associated with lower levels of ageism (Rowe et al., 2020). This is due to an indirect effect that is 

mediated by anxiety, in which people with less knowledge about aging tend to have more anxiety 

about aging. Those with more anxiety about aging tend to have higher levels of ageist attitudes.  

Gender 

On average, female participants demonstrate significantly lower levels of ageist attitudes 

toward the elderly than their male counterparts (Allan & Johnson, 2009; Kalavar, 2001; Rowe et 

al., 2020; Smith et al., 2016, Vefikuluçay Yilmaz & Terzioğlu, 2011). The ageist attitudes are not 

as simple as negative attitudes toward older adults. Specifically, college students view older 

adults as more desirable for certain occupations, such as congressional representative but less 

desirable in others such as doctor, pilot, or lawyer (Kalavar, 2001).  
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Current Study Aims 

 Previous studies have observed college students’ perceptions of older adults in general, 

but to the researcher’s knowledge, only one has looked at their perceptions of non-traditional 

students in the classroom setting (Dissertation; Kinyon, 1994). The current study aims to fill a 

gap in the literature concerning ageism in the classroom from traditional undergraduate students 

toward their non-traditional aged student peers. Specifically, the current study will examine the 

effects of age and gender on traditional students’ perceptions toward their non-traditional aged 

peers using six vignettes that isolate these variables. 

Hypotheses  

The current study’s purpose was to investigate how traditional-aged students viewed their non-

traditional aged peers while looking at the effects of age and gender. Based on previous literature 

regarding traditional-aged students’ perceptions about aging, the following hypotheses were 

developed. 

H1: The researcher hypothesized the non-traditional aged female in the scenario will be 

viewed more warmly than the non-traditional aged male scenario. 

Rationale: In general, women tend to be viewed as warmer than men (Fiske et al., 2002; Koenig, 

2018; Laditka et al., 2011).  

H2: The researcher hypothesized the non-traditional aged male scenario will be viewed as 

more competent than the non-traditional aged female scenario. 

Rationale: Men tend to be perceived as more competent than women (Koenig, 2018).  

H3: Overall, the researcher hypothesized there will be a significant difference in levels of 

perceived warmth between the non-traditional aged and traditional-aged conditions. 
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Rationale: Ageism toward older adults presents as stereotypes about being warm (Fiske et 

al., 2002; Fiske, 2012). 

H4: Overall, the researcher hypothesized there will be a significant difference in levels of 

competence between conditions with non-traditional age as a variable and those without non-

traditional age as a variable. 

Rationale: Ageism toward older adults also presents as stereotypes about incompetence 

(Fiske et al., 2002; Fiske, 2012). 

H5: It is hypothesized the female traditional-age scenario will be rated as warmer than the 

male traditional-age scenario. 

Rationale: In general, women tend to be viewed as warmer than men (Fiske et al., 2002; 

Koenig, 2018; Laditka et al., 2011). 

H6: The researcher hypothesized the male traditional-age scenario will be perceived as 

more competent than the female traditional-age scenario. 

Rationale: Men tend to be viewed as more competent than women (Fiske, 2012).  

Method 

Participants 

 The researcher chose a convenience sample of a young adult student population in a 

medium-sized university located in Southwest Virginia for the current study. The study recruited 

participants via SONA, the university’s online research recruitment system. The recruitment tool 

allows students who enroll in SONA to earn extra credit in exchange for their participation in 

research studies. Instructors may choose to award students a specified number of extra credit 

points in their course for the students’ participation in various campus directed research studies. 
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 All participants received one SONA research credit as compensation for their 

participation in the study. All participants were at least 18 years of age and no older than 24 

years of age; they were a convenience sample through a voluntary participant pool in which 

students seeking extra credit elect to sign up. The researcher abided by the guidelines set by the 

Radford University Institutional Review Board and the ethical guidelines set by the American 

Psychological Association. Prior to their participation in the study, all participants provided their 

informed consent to take part in the study (see Appendix A).  

Measures 

Demographics 

Demographic information was collected. Such information included age, gender identity, 

racial/ethnic identity, major, overall GPA, whether they identify as Appalachian, and the type of 

area they come from (e.g., rural, urban, suburban). Demographic information was self-reported 

by participants (see Appendix B). Eighteen to 24 year-old participants were included in the 

study. All other ages were excluded from the study.  

Vignettes  

Six vignettes that assess the effect of age (same age, older, age neutral) and gender (male, 

female, gender neutral) on participants’ perceptions of an anonymous fellow student (See 

Appendix C) were created for the purpose of this study. Each vignette introduced a different 

variable: age; one vignette described a student the same age; a separate one described an older 

student; gender - one for a male fellow student, one for a female one; and the final two vignettes 

describe a student by both age and gender. 
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Warmth  

 Warmth consisted of items assessing how warm, trustworthy, friendly, honest, likable, 

and sincere the person in the vignette was. Items were adapted from the Stereotype Content 

Model (Fiske et al., 2002). Items were rated on a 1 to 5 scale, with 1 being Strongly Disagree and 

5 being Strongly Agree. The internal consistency reliability of the warmth items was assessed by 

calculating Cronbach’s alpha which was 0.838. 

Competence 

 Competence consisted of items assessing how competent, intelligent, skilled, efficient, 

assertive, and confident the person in the vignette was. Items were adapted from the Stereotype 

Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002). Items were rated on a 1 to 5 scale, with 1 being Strongly 

Disagree and 5 being Strongly Agree. The internal consistency reliability of the competence 

items as assessed by Cronbach’s alpha was 0.812. 

Procedure 

 The sample was comprised of a convenience sample collected through the university’s 

voluntary research participation pool. The study was approved by the Radford University 

Institutional Review Board. The researcher created the study using Qualtrics. To participate in 

the study, participants had to be at least 18 years old but younger than 25 years of age. Students 

interested in participating in the survey logged into SONA and were taken to an external survey 

system (i.e., Qualtrics) that housed the study. The survey started with informed consent, which 

required participants to agree to prior to clicking the ‘next’ button. Directions were provided for 

each of the sections. Participants were asked to read one of six randomly assigned scenarios and 

they then responded to a set of questions based on the scenario. Participants responded to the 

demographic questions (e.g., gender, ethnicity and class standing; see Appendix B). At the end 



AGEISM IN COLLEGE STUDENTS   20 

 

of the study, participants were debriefed (see Appendix D) and thanked for their participation. 

Lastly, the participants exited the browser and the study. Participation in the study was 

compensated in the form of one SONA research participation credit. Participation in the study 

took approximately 15 minutes. Participation credit was awarded after completion of the study.  

Design 

 The current study used an experimental study design that randomly assigned participants 

to one of six conditions to assess traditional-aged undergraduate students’ perceptions of their 

non-traditional aged peers using six variations of a classroom project scenario. Conditions were 

designed to observe age and gender effects. A power analysis was conducted and indicated a 

total of 120 to 150 participants was necessary for the current study. 

Results 

Description of the Sample 

 Participants in this study consisted of students who were 18 years of age and older 

enrolled at Radford University (Radford, VA). Participants were recruited through convenience 

sampling. However, it should be noted that the sampling was somewhat targeted, as all students 

came from an undergraduate participant recruitment pool. Therefore, all participants were 

undergraduate students and were enrolled in at least one psychology course. 

The study recruited a total of 163 participants. Data from nine participants were removed 

because they did not complete the survey. Fourteen participants did not meet the age 

requirements, and their data were removed. Thus, the data of 140 participants remained for 

analyses. Four participants had one missing data point for which their score was imputed using 

the mean score of the sample (Parent, 2013). The following section provides descriptive 

information related to the sample. 
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Descriptive Information 

Table 1 

Demographic Information of Sample 

 Total Percentage 

Gender   

     Male 24 17.1% 

     Female 109 77.9% 

     Non-Binary 4 2.9% 

     Trans 2 1.4% 

     Other 1 0.7% 

Age   

     18 24 17.1% 

     19 46 32.9% 

     20 32 22.9% 

     21 16 11.4% 

     22 16 11.4% 

     23 6 4.3% 

Race   

     White, non-Hispanic 83 59.3% 

     Black, non-Hispanic 30 21.4% 

     Asian/Pacific Islander 4 2.9% 

     Hispanic 12 8.6% 

     Multiracial 10 7.1% 

     Prefer not to say 1 0.7% 

Area of Origin   

     Suburban 62 44.3% 

     Rural 45 32.1% 

     Urban 33 23.6% 

Appalachian Status   

     Appalachian 29 20.7% 

     Not Appalachian 84 60% 

     Unsure 27 19.3% 

 

Each participant completed a demographics questionnaire. Personal demographics 

included gender, age, the kind of area participants came from, and whether participants 

considered themselves Appalachian.  
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Females made up the majority of participants (77.9%, n = 109). 17.1% of participants 

were male (n = 24). 2.9% identified as non-binary (n = 4), 1.4% identified as trans (n = 2), and 

0.7% identified as other (n = 1). Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 23 years old. The mean age 

was 19.8 and the standard deviation was 1.39. The most common age was 19 (32.9%, n = 46). 

17.1 % of participants were 18 years old (n = 24). 22.9 % of participants were 20 years old (n = 

32). 11.4% of participants were 21 years old (n = 16). 11.4% of participants were 22 years old (n 

= 16). 4.3% of participants were 23 years old (n = 6). 

Most participants identified as White, non-Hispanic (59.3%, n = 83). 21.4% of 

participants identified as Black, non-Hispanic (n = 30). 2.9% identified as Asian/Pacific Islander 

(n = 4). 8.6% identified as Hispanic (n = 12). 7.1% identified as Multiracial (n = 10) and 0.7% 

preferred not to say (n = 1). 

Almost half of the participants said they came from a suburban area (44.3%, n = 62). 

32.1% said they came from a rural area (n = 45), and 23.6% said they came from an urban area 

(n = 33). 

Over half of the participants said they did not consider themselves Appalachian (60%, n 

= 84). 20.7% of participants said they considered themselves Appalachian (n = 29). 19.3% were 

unsure if they considered themselves Appalachian (n = 27). 

Descriptive Analyses 

 The internal consistency reliability of the warmth and competence items was assessed by 

calculating Cronbach’s alpha. The Cronbach’s alpha for the warmth items was 0.838. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for the competence items was 0.812. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Warmth and Competence Items 

Items N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Warm 140 1.67 5 3.59 0.66 

Competent 140 2 5 3.59 0.68 

 

Table 3 

Number of Participants in Each Condition 

Condition 1: 

Male, Same 

Age 

Condition 2: 

Female, 

Same Age 

Condition 3: 

No Gender, 

Same Age 

Condition 4: 

Male, Older 

Condition 5: 

Female, 

Older 

Condition 6: 

No Gender, 

Older 

24 23 22 22 23 26 

Primary Analyses 

Hypothesis 1 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 1 that a female older 

student in the scenario would be viewed more warmly than would a male older student presented 

in the scenario. There was no significant difference in perceived warmth by the participants 

between the female older student scenario (M = 3.75, SD = 0.67) and the male older student 

scenario (M = 3.55, SD = 0.61), F(1, 43) = 1.182, p = .283, partial eta2 = .027. The hypothesis 

was not supported. 

Hypothesis 2 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 2 that a male older 

student in the scenario would be viewed as more competent than would a female presented in the 

scenario. The participants did not perceive a significant difference in competence between the 

male older student scenario (M = 3.71, SD = 0.66) and the female older student scenario (M = 
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3.73, SD = 0.61), F(1, 43) = .011, p = .917, partial eta2 < .001. The hypothesis was not 

supported. 

Hypothesis 3 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test hypothesis 3 that participants 

would perceive a significant difference in perceived warmth between the non-traditional age and 

traditional age conditions. There was no significant difference in perceived warmth between the 

non-traditional age conditions (M = 3.56, SD = 0.68) and traditional age conditions (M = 3.62, 

SD = 0.65), F(1, 138) = .282, p = .596, partial eta2 = .002. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 4 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test hypothesis 4 that participants 

would perceive a significant difference in competence between the non-traditional age and 

traditional age conditions. There was no significant difference in competence between the non-

traditional age conditions (M = 3.69, SD = 0.65) and traditional age conditions (M = 3.49, SD = 

0.70), F(1,138) = 2.990, p = .086. partial eta2 = .021. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Although not statistically significant, the significance level is reasonably close to p = 0.05 and 

the value for eta2 represents a small effect. The difference between the non-traditional age 

conditions and traditional age conditions is represented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Competence Between Same Age and Non-Traditional Age Conditions 

  

Hypothesis 5 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 5 that participants 

would rate the female traditional age scenario as warmer than the male traditional age scenario. 

There was no significant difference in perceived warmth between the female traditional age 

scenario (M = 3.73, SD = 0.57) and the male traditional age scenario (M = 3.49, SD = 0.63), F(1, 

45) = 1.950, p = .169, partial eta2 = .042. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 6 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 6 that participants 

would rate the male traditional age scenario as more competent than the female traditional age 

scenario. There was no significant perceived difference in competence between the male 

traditional age (M = 3.49, SD = 0.63) scenario and the female traditional age (M = 3.73, SD = 

0.57) scenario, F(1, 45) = .792, p = .378, partial eta2 = .017. The hypothesis was not supported. 
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Secondary Analyses 

 Secondary analyses were conducted to determine whether participants’ gender identity, 

major, and contact with older adults affected their warmth and competence ratings. Analyses of 

how old participants thought the other student in the vignette was condcuted as well as analyses 

to determine when participants think they would feel old. 

 Gender identity did not have an effect on warmth ratings, F(2, 137) = 1.04, p = .36, 

partial eta2 = .02, nor did it have an effect on competence ratings F(2, 137) = 1.67, p = .19, 

partial eta2 = .02. 

 Major was categorized as (1) social and health sciences and humannities or (2) 

everything else. There were 113 participants in the first category and 16 participants in the 

second category. Participants’ major had an effect on warmth ratings, F(1, 127) = 4.54, p = 0.4, 

partial eta2 = .03. Speficially, those in the second category rated the student in the vignette as 

warmer than those in the first category. Participants’ major did not have an effect on comptence 

ratings, however, F(1, 127) = 1.45, p = .23, partial eta2 = .01. 

 Contact with older adults did not have an effect on warmth ratings, F(3, 136) = .96, p = 

.42, partial eta2 = .02, or comptence ratings, F(3, 136) = .33, p = .81, partial eta2 = .01. 

 The minimum age that participants thought the other student was was 10 years-old and 

the maximum was 58 years-old with a mean of 22.39 years old and standard deviation of 5.82 

years. It was noted that those in the non-traditional conditions thought they were working with 

someone older (23-25) than in the traditional conditions (19-20).  

 Participants reported how at what age they would feel “old” at. The minimum age was 0 

years-old and the maximum was 75 years-old. The mean was 40.52 years-old with a standard 

deviaiton of 13.68 years. 
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Discussion 

This chapter will provide an overview of the results of the current study followed by a 

discussion of the way they relate to the existing literature. Limitations will be discussed in 

addition to future directions for this area of research. This chapter will end with a summary of 

conclusions drawn from the current study. 

Research Summary 

The purpose of the current research was to examine traditional-aged students’ attitudes 

towards their non-traditional aged peers using the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002). 

In the online study, participants were randomly assigned to a condition where age and gender 

were manipulated. Participants then answered questions related to ageism based on the condition 

(see Appendix C) to which they were assigned. Additionally, participants completed a 

demographics questionnaire developed by the researcher (see Appendix B). 

Drawing on the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002), this study examined how 

traditional-aged students perceive their non-traditional aged peers in terms of ageist attitudes. 

Namely, the study looked at how warm and competent traditional-aged students perceived their 

non-traditional aged peers. Based on previous research, several hypotheses were developed using 

the Stereotype Content Model, which had not been previously tested. Indeed, prior research on 

traditional-aged students’ perceptions has not used the Stereotype Content Model framework to 

analyze their perceptions (e.g., Kinyon, 1994). In this study, it was hypothesized that traditional-

aged students would hold ageist attitudes toward their non-traditional aged peers, as evidenced 

by how warm and competent they rated their hypothetical peers in the group project. Previous 

studies suggested non-traditional aged students are held to a higher standard that can act as a 

barrier to fitting in with their traditional-aged peers (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). It was further 

hypothesized that the older female student partners would be perceived more warmly, and that 
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the older male student partners would be perceived as more competent. Additionally, it was 

hypothesized that female participants would rate their project partners more positively (i.e., 

warm and competent) than their male counterparts.  

Results of the analyses did not support any a priori hypotheses, therefore none of the 

proposed hypotheses were supported. This suggests traditional-aged students who participated in 

our study did not perceive their non-traditional aged peers through a lens of ageism and that 

female participants and male participants rated their partners at similar levels of warmth and 

competence. This finding, however, is contrary to what the literature on ageism and college-aged 

individuals tells us to date.  

Previous Studies 

 Based on previous studies, ageism can be one factor that is negatively impacting non-

traditional students and their ability to thrive in a college setting (Brown & Brown, 2015; Jordan, 

2018; Kinyon, 1994). Fiske and colleagues found that ageism consisted of stereotypes on the 

dimensions of warmth and competence (Fiske et al., 2002). Warmth can be defined as how 

cooperative or competitive someone is, while competence can be defined as how successful 

someone is (Fiske, 2012). Ageism toward older adults tends to manifest as stereotypes of warmth 

and incompetence (Fiske et al., 2002; Fiske, 2012).  

 Further research has suggested that gender is closely related to ageism, acting as one of 

the most frequent variables affecting people’s attitudes towards older adults (Brown & Brown, 

2015; Fiske, 2012; Koenig, 2018; Narayan, 2008). Indeed, studies have suggested that men tend 

to be viewed as more competent than women while women are often viewed as warmer than men 

(Fiske et al., 2002; Koenig, 2018; Laditka et al., 2011). While there has been a great deal of 
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research on these gender and age effects, the current study did not support results found in the 

literature. This could be due to limitations in the current study. 

Limitations 

It is possible that design factors such as the use of vignettes could have influenced the 

outcomes. Indeed, the vignettes used in the study may not have been adequate in invoking age 

and gender biases, as the information given to the participants about their hypothetical peers was 

very limited (see Appendix C). The gender of the assigned peer was only indicated by the 

singular use of a pronoun. The age of the assigned peer was indicated in a single sentence and 

referenced a single number. Analyses determined that participants in the non-traditional aged 

conditions thought they were working with someone older (23-25 years-old) than in the 

traditional-aged conditions (19-20). However, the ‘older’ student was still younger that intended 

(maybe 40-55 years-old). 

The focus of the vignette was on the parameters of the assigned group project. The 

intention behind this was to make sure participants understood the gravity of the project and thus 

elicit reactions related to working with a partner. If either factor or both the age and gender of the 

assigned peer had been emphasized more, participants may have had stronger reactions when 

forming a stronger picture of their project partner and thus may have had a favorable or 

unfavorable reaction and bias. Future studies may include a picture with each vignette to further 

illustrate the demographics of the hypothetical partner. 

Additionally, the nature of this study was very much reliant on self-report. It is possible 

that participants did not want to rate their hypothetical partner negatively so as to present 

themselves in a better light (e.g., not as judgmental, more patient). They may have also rated the 

partner differently if more information had been provided in the vignettes that was reminiscent of 
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a non-traditional aged partner (e.g., the partner also worked a full-time job or had children). 

Future studies may control for social desirability response bias (SDR) by utilizing social 

desirability scales to “detect, minimize, and correct for SDR” (Van de Mortel, 2008, p. 40).  

It is also possible that the sample was not representative of the population. Indeed, the 

sample consisted primarily of 19-year old White females, with little diversity in terms of race 

and gender. It is possible that our study’s results reflect the perceptions of this narrow slice of 

possible participants.  

Additionally, the sample consisted of students taking a psychology course. It could be 

that students taking a social science course differ from students in other areas of studies. Indeed, 

one study found that students from different majors held varying beliefs about aging (Gutiérrez 

& Mayordomo, 2019).  

More research is needed to reconcile and/or explain the differences in results from the 

current study compared to previous studies. 

Future Directions 

The evidence in the literature suggests that non-traditional students experience ageism. 

For example, Simi and Matusitz (2016) suggest ageism could be one factor explaining why non-

traditional aged students are more likely than their traditional-aged counterparts to drop out of 

college without receiving a degree (Compton et al., 2006). Non-traditional aged college students 

do not feel the same sense of belonging as their traditional-aged peers do (Kenner & Weinerman, 

2011). This lack of belonging could be part of the reason why non-traditional aged students drop 

out of college prematurely. However, it is not known whether the sense of belonging is 

negatively impacted by ageism from others. Future studies should investigate the relationship 

between ageism and sense of belonging in non-traditional aged students. 
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Future studies should explore the interaction between age and gender. In doing so, 

researchers may want to recruit a greater number of participants to ensure adequate power. 

Researchers may also want to recruit a sample that more closely represents the college 

population in order to test hypotheses related to gender and race. 

Additionally, future research may wish to rely on a different methodology such as a 

different version of the vignettes used in the current study. It is possible that the vignettes in their 

current state did not invoke any biases toward age and gender. Future researchers may also 

utilize pictures that demonstrate the manipulated age and gender variables. 

Moreover, the current study did collect information such as race/ethnicity but did not 

manipulate it as a variable. Several researchers have inquired into racial/ethnic differences in 

levels of ageism. Ladtika et al. (2011) found in-group favoritism in terms of ageism: African-

American and White college students held more favorable attitudes toward older men and 

women from their same racial and ethnic group than toward older men and women from outside 

their racial and ethnic group. Additionally, Ladtika et al. found a gender bias, with students from 

both groups exhibiting more positive attitudes toward older women than toward older men. 

Future studies may wish to manipulate race/ethnicity as a variable to deepen the understanding 

between race/ethnicity and ageism. 

Lastly, culture may play a role in ageism. Generally, collectivistic cultures have been 

shown to exhibit lower levels of ageism than individualistic cultures (Liou, 2017; Luo et al., 

2013; Vanden Bos, 2007). Researchers hypothesized that individuals whose cultures have a high 

degree of collectivistic orientation may experience lower levels of ageism than individuals with a 

low degree of collectivistic orientation (Marques et al., 2020). Although this is generally true, 
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other cultural factors can influence levels of ageism (Luo et al., 2013). Therefore, future studies 

may wish to look cross-culturally at ageism.  

Conclusion 

The current study examined traditional-aged students’ attitudes toward their non-

traditional aged peers using six conditions with age and gender as variables. This study’s unique 

contribution was the use of the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002) to examine 

attitudes toward non-traditional aged students; six vignettes were created for this purpose. It was 

hypothesized that traditional-aged students would perceive their non-traditional aged peers with 

ageist attitudes. While the findings did not support the hypothesis, that is not to say that there are 

no ageist attitudes from traditional-aged peers toward non-traditional aged peers. Interventions 

geared toward reducing ageism should focus on education and intergenerational contact (Burnes 

et al., 2019). 

In summary, the study did not find a significant difference in measures of warmth and 

competence of the various conditions. These results challenge current understandings of how 

traditional-aged students perceive non-traditional aged peers and underscore the need for further 

research. Several factors, including the vignettes used and the limitations inherent in self-report 

measures may have influenced these findings. Future research employing alternative 

methodologies while relying on the stereotype content theory is warranted. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The United States (U.S.) population is graying, and the proportion of middle and older 

adults continues to grow (United States Census Bureau, 2020). In 2020, 1 in 6 people in the U.S. 

were aged 65 or older, creating a group growing almost five times faster than the total population 

from 1920 to 2020 (Caplan, 2023). There has also been an increase in the number of these 

middle and older adults (i.e., non-traditional aged students) on college campuses (Wyatt, 2011). 

Due to the aging population and entry and re-entry of non-traditional students on college 

campuses and in the work force, ageism is a concern for all involved.  

The term ageism was first introduced in 1969 by Robert Butler as attitudes and 

stereotypes about the elderly that can be “benign or malignant” (Butler, 1980).  The concept can 

also be defined as “negative stereotypes about ageing [that] are acquired at a very early age and 

[which] tend to act as self-fulfilling prophecies in old age” (Marques et al., 2020). Initially, the 

term ageism referred to negative attitudes and behaviors toward older adults, but ageism can be 

perpetuated by anyone at any age. Therefore, a more comprehensive definition would be 

“stereotypes, prejudice, or discrimination against, but also in favor of, people because of their 

chronological age” (Ayalon & Tesch-Römer, 2017). Indeed, ageism does not consist always of 

negative attitudes, named “hostile” ageism; they can be positive as well, and labelled 

“benevolent ageism”. For example, someone could be stereotyped as friendly (warm) or 

intelligent (competent; Fiske et al., 2002). However, even ‘positive’ stereotyping is paired with 

negative evaluations on the other dimension i.e., an older adult is usually perceived as either 

warm or competent, not usually both (Fiske et al., 2002). 
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Stereotype Content Model 

Fiske et al. (2002) created the Content Stereotype Theory which posits that ageism 

consists of stereotypes on the following dimensions: warmth and competence. They maintain 

that these two dimensions are universal, and that “people infer warm (or cold) intent from 

respectively cooperative or competitive structural relationships between individuals or groups” 

(Fiske, 2012, p. 34). On the other hand, competence (i.e., capability, skill), is inferred from 

markers of “apparent status” such as prestige and economic success (Fiske, 2012, p. 34). People 

can be a mix of low and high on both dimensions, with those high in both being admired the 

most (Fiske, 2012; Fiske et al., 2002). Those who are both warm and competent are also 

willingly associated with by others (Fiske, 2012). On the opposite end, those who are low in both 

warmth and competence are viewed with disgust and contempt because of their perceived 

undermining of the values of society (Fiske, 2012). When there is a mix of warmth and 

competence (i.e., either warmth or competence but not both), the result is an ambivalent 

prejudice and an unclear place in society (Fiske, 2012).  

A few of the other-directed correlates are discussed further in this review. Gender in 

particular has been shown to be one of the most frequent variables affecting people’s attitudes 

towards older adults (Brown & Brown, 2015; Fiske, 2012; Koenig, 2018; Narayan, 2008). 

Gender of the Stereotyped 

When it comes to the gender of the stereotyped, women seem to experience negative 

prejudices more often than men. Traditional women who follow traditional gender roles and 

norms (e.g., childbearing, homemaker) are viewed as warm but incompetent (Fiske, 2012). On 

the other hand, non-traditional women (e.g., lesbians, feminists, female professionals) are viewed 

as competent but cold (i.e., low in warmth; Fiske, 2012). People who are viewed as competent 
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but cold are envied and resented (Fiske, 2012). People feel obligated to associate with them but 

may undermine them if given the opportunity (Fiske, 2012). Men are also stereotyped to be 

“agentic and [to] avoid weakness” (Koenig, 2018, p. 1) which can translate to competent but cold 

in terms of the stereotype content model (Fiske et al., 2002).  

Age of the Stereotyped 

Older adults tend to receive more positive than negative perceptions, with older adult 

women rated more positively than older adult men (Narayan, 2008). Generally, older people are 

stereotyped in a similar way to traditional women – that is, they are viewed as warm but 

incompetent (Fiske, 2012). People categorized as warm but incompetent are liked but not well-

respected and are avoided socially (Fiske, 2012). 

Other Characteristics of the Stereotyped 

Characteristics of the stereotyped person can also affect the contents of the stereotypes. In 

their study, Fiske et al. (2002) found that Asians and Jews were more likely to be stereotyped as 

high in competence but low in warmth. Welfare recipients and those in lower socioeconomic 

brackets were found to be stereotyped as low in both competence and warmth, whereas elderly 

people and disabled people were most often stereotyped as high in warmth but low in 

competence (Fiske et al., 2002). All of these stereotypes represent prejudice against these 

populations.  

Contact Hypothesis 

The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) maintains that intergenerational contact can 

reduce prejudice between people. In the field of gerontology, contact between a younger adult 

and an older adult, such as grandparents (Choolayil & Putran, 2020), has been shown to be 

effective in reducing negative ageism (Burnes et al., 2019; Levy, 2018). In their systematic 
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review, Marques et al. (2020) determined that “contact with older people seems to be the most 

important determinant of other-directed ageism” (p. 15). Having that contact with an older adult, 

such as a grandparent, can facilitate lower levels of ageism. However, the authors stipulate that 

the quality of the contact is important to consider. In other words, the experiences with that older 

person need to be positive to mitigate the effects of ageism. The authors maintain that this is 

because people are less likely to stereotype older individuals when they have experienced first-

hand both warmth and competence displayed by an older adult. 

Ageism 

Ageism can be directed toward others (other-directed) or onto oneself (self-directed) and 

occur at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional levels (Marques et al., 2020). Marques 

et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of the determinants of ageism and found that the 

majority of them produced mixed results or non-significant findings. Still, they identified several 

determinants of ageism at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional levels.  

Effects of Ageism 

Whereas ageism stems from negative perceptions by the young towards older adults, it is 

a problem that affects the whole population (Palmore, 2003; Smith et al., 2016; Vefikuluçay 

Yilmaz & Terzioğlu, 2011). Ageism affects how society treats people and how they see 

themselves (Horton et al. 2007). In fact, ageism is considered a public health issue by the World 

Health Organization (Officer & de la Fuente-Núñez, 2018). The effects of ageism vary from 

undermining memory performance (Chasteen et al., 2005; Hess et al., 2004; Stein et al., 2002), 

reducing the ability to recover from disease (Horton et al., 2007), lower levels of cardiovascular 

function (Levy et al., 2000), and increasing anxiety and blood pressure (Auman et al., 2005). 

Indeed, ageism results in health conditions which represent a $63 billion financial burden 
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annually (Levy et al., 2020). Ageism affects how people are treated by others and, more broadly, 

by society (Dionigi, 2015). Moreover, as Palmore (2003) indicated, everyone who lives long 

enough is susceptible to experience ageism. Therefore, ageism is an issue that should be of 

concern to everyone, including those in higher education. 

Non-traditional Aged Students 

In the 21st century over 43% of individuals attending college are aged 25 years and over 

(Wyatt; 2011) and the percentage is expected to increase through 2028 (Hussar & Bailey, 2020). 

Non-traditional students can be defined across various dimensions, with status of age (i.e., 25 

years of age and older) as the most common way to categorize non-traditional students 

(Kasworm, 2003). Other statuses include “maturity and developmental complexity acquired 

through life responsibilities, perspectives, and financial independence; and the status of 

responsible and often-competing sets of adult roles reflecting work, family, community, and 

college student commitments” (Kasworm, 2003, p. 3). A non-traditional student scale developed 

by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) includes seven characteristics of a non-

traditional student: (a) older than typical age for year in school, (b) attend on a part-time basis, 

(c) financially independent, (d) have dependents other than spouse, (e) worked full time in 

October, (f) single parent, and (g) GED recipient or high school completion certificate (Horn & 

Carroll, 1996). A report indicated over 70% of traditional students have at least one non-

traditional characteristic (Horn & Carroll, 1996; see also Panacci, 2015). Therefore, the 

researcher will be using age status to define traditional (i.e., 18 to 24 years-old) and non-

traditional (i.e., 25-years-old and up) students to observe ageism. 

Non-traditional students are also known as adult learners (Erwin, 2020; Kasworm, 2008), 

established adults (Mehta et al., 2020), and adult workers (Kasworm, 2010). In this manuscript, 
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the author will use the term “non-traditional aged students” to define college students aged 25 

and older. Non-traditional aged students are distinct from traditional students “by virtue of their 

life experience and more advanced life stage” and deserve to be distinguished from students who 

enter higher education immediately after high school (Tufford et al., 2024).  

Universities and colleges across the country have turned to recruiting non-traditional 

aged students amid declining attendance rates (National Student Clearinghouse, 2021). Certainly, 

if these universities wish to create a welcoming environment for their new non-traditional 

students to encourage retention and graduation (Hauptman, 2008), it is imperative to assess for 

levels of ageism amongst students, faculty, and staff, and to design appropriate interventions to 

address the issue at hand. Based on previous studies, ageism can be one factor that is negatively 

impacting non-traditional students (Brown & Brown, 2015; Jordan, 2018; Kinyon, 1994). Ageist 

attitudes can be perpetuated by traditional students who are younger, sometimes significantly 

younger, than non-traditional students. 

Established Adulthood 

Established adulthood is a developmental period that spans the years between 30 to 45 years 

of age (Mehta et al., 2020). It is distinct from emerging adulthood and midlife because of 

uniquely situated obligations to work and family (Mehta et al, 2020). It is important to note that 

established adulthood was conceptualized for developed countries and that not everyone 

experiences established adulthood as Mehta et al. outlined it (2020).  

Compared to Emerging Adulthood. During established adulthood, employment becomes 

stable, leaving frequent job changes and high rates of unemployment behind in the emerging 

adulthood stage (Mehta et al, 2020). Instead of career exploration and information gathering, 

established adults are committed to a career path that is increasing their level of expertise and 
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their level of responsibilities (Day et al. 2012). Whereas it used to be that people were getting 

married in their twenties (i.e., emerging adulthood), the median age of first marriage and first 

childbirth now fall in the established adulthood age range (Mehta et al., 2020). 

Compared to Middle Adulthood. Established adulthood is also different from midlife (i.e., 

middle adulthood). Midlife is the period following established adulthood and therefore roughly 

encompasses ages 45 to 65 (Mehta et al., 2020). It is argued that those in middle adulthood “have 

reached the peak of their career arc” (Mehta et al., 2020, p. 434) compared to those in established 

adulthood who are gaining expertise in their field and are on the rise in terms of work status and 

achievements. Additionally, the children of midlife adults are in a different developmental phase. 

In established adulthood, caring for children takes up the majority of an established adult’s day, 

whereas children of midlife adults are either grown and have left the family home or require less 

care from their parents (Mehta et al,. 2020). Additionally, midlife adults are more likely than 

established adults to experience age-related physiological changes (e.g., menopause, 

andropause). 

 A Distinct Developmental Phase. Established adulthood is a distinct developmental 

phase in terms of physical health, well-being, and cognitive development. Compared to emerging 

adults, established adults engage in less risky behaviors, have more healthy eating habits, have 

slower metabolisms, and have unstable sleep patterns if they are new parents (Mehta et al., 

2020). Additionally, compared to middle adults, established adults have strong immunity and 

high self-rated health (Mehta et al., 2020).  

In terms of well-being, established adults fall between emerging adults and middle adults 

(Mehta et al., 2020).  This is true for cognitive developments as well. In emerging adulthood, 

people are acquiring a broad knowledge base and have high fluid intelligence; they have fast 
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processing speed and are focused on problem solving; their crystallized intelligence is 

developing (Mehta et al., 2020). On the other hand, established adults engage in a narrowing of a 

knowledge base, are developing expertise while experiencing a decline in processing speed, are 

focused on problem solving and experience an increase in crystallized intelligence (Mehta et al., 

2020). Those in middle adulthood are considered to have expertise and domain-specific deep 

knowledge, ever declining processing speed, increasing crystallized intelligence, and 

development of wisdom (Mehta et al., 2020).  

Traditional Aged Students Compared to Non-Traditional Aged Students. This 

cognitive developmental domain is crucial in the context of higher education. Plainly speaking, 

this means that traditional-aged students and non-traditional aged students approach their 

learning differently. They are in different stages of cognitive development (Mehta et al., 2020). 

Moreover, as mentioned earlier, established adults have more work and family responsibilities 

than emerging adults. This means that college education brings additional and different barriers 

for success for non-traditional aged students or established adults (Tufford et al., 2024). 

Age and Ageism as a Barrier to Success 

 There is evidence to suggest that ageism presents a barrier for non-traditional students. 

For example, Simi and Matusitz (2016) suggest ageism could be one factor as to why non-

traditional aged students are more likely than their traditional-aged counterparts to drop out of 

college without receiving a degree (Compton et al., 2006). Indeed, non-traditional aged students 

report experiencing age-related prejudice (Simi & Matusitz, 2016; Summers et al., 2023). It has 

been suggested that non-traditional aged students are valued less in comparison to traditional-

aged students (Kasworm, 2010), which is supported by the lack of focus on non-traditional aged 

students in college mission statements, advertising, and representation (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). 
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In fact, non-traditional aged students noted that age acted as a barrier to various aspects of the 

college experience from admissions to orientation to the classroom experience (Simi & Matusitz, 

2016). During orientation, speeches addressed to new students often assume they are coming 

directly from high school, therefore alienating the established adults that are starting college 

(Simi & Matusitz, 2016). Compared to younger students, non-traditional aged students receive 

less financial aid in the form of scholarships or grants (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). This is partly 

because non-traditional aged students carry debts (e.g., credit card) other than student loans, 

which can limit the kind of financial aid offered to them. Additionally, non-traditional aged 

students may not meet the credit requirement for financial aid (e.g., at least half-time status) 

because they may be employed while taking courses.  

 In the college classroom, non-traditional students may feel a sense of isolation from their 

traditional peers, whether intentional or not (Kinyon, 1994; Simi & Matusitz, 2016; Tufford et 

al., 2024). Non-traditional aged students may notice they are older than their instructors 

(Kasworm, 2010). They are expected to ‘know more’ because they are older (Simi & Matusitz, 

2016). However, if non-traditional aged students know too much and appear too competitive, 

their traditional peers may regard them with hostility and social closure, or as monopolizing 

resources for the in-group (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). In this way, non-traditional aged students are 

held to a higher standard that can act as a barrier for fitting in with their traditional peers. Some 

non-traditional aged students may experience what is known as imposter syndrome for not 

knowing as much as they ‘should,’ which inhibits their classroom participation (Simi & 

Matusitz, 2016). Taken together, age acts as a significant barrier to success for non-traditional 

aged students.  



AGEISM IN COLLEGE STUDENTS   50 

 

 In addition to age, ageism itself can act as a barrier to success in a college setting. Indeed, 

non-traditional aged students have reported experiencing ageist attitudes in the form of school 

policies and practices, overt remarks from others, and covert messages from faculty (Simi & 

Matusitz, 2016; Tufford et al., 2024). In a qualitative study that examined perceptions of non-

traditional aged students in a social work classroom, the non-traditional aged students reported 

ageism as something they noticed in the classroom (Tufford et al., 2024). The students in the 

study noted traditional-aged students did not approach them nor did they want to work together 

for group projects. The non-traditional aged students picked up on this behavior and listed it as a 

challenge of attending college at their age. More specifically, ageism toward non-traditional aged 

students can manifest as age-based attitudes on the part of traditional students. In Kinyon’s 

(1994) study, traditional students expressed wanting to build and maintain friendships with other 

traditional students “to the exclusion of non-traditional students” (p. 47). Furthermore, 39% of 

traditional students in that study expressed a desire for a classroom composition of “primarily or 

entirely of other traditional students” (p. 44). Kinyon also found age-based stereotypes toward 

non-traditional aged students. Examples include stereotyping non-traditional students as “being 

more likely to attend college as a result of personal failure or crisis, to receive preferential 

treatment from instructors, to argue with instructors, and to ask irrelevant questions in class” (p. 

62).  

Undergraduate Perceptions of Non-traditional Aged Peers 

General Perceptions 

In general, when it comes to young adults’ views on aging and older adults, younger 

adults tend to hold more ageist attitudes than older adults (Connolly, 2016; Gallo, 2019; Rupp et 

al., 2010). In that way, a freshman undergraduate student will likely hold more negative views 
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about aging than a senior undergraduate student (Gallo, 2019; Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009). 

The ageist attitudes are not as simple as negative attitudes toward older adults. Specifically, 

college students view older adults as more desirable for certain occupations, such as 

congressional representative but less desirable for others such as doctor, pilot, or lawyer 

(Kalavar, 2001). More research is necessary to clarify this issue. The following section will 

review the literature on traditional college students’ perceptions of aging and older adults. 

In one study that examined undergraduate students’ perceptions and behaviors related to 

age and the aging process, the attitudes were generally favorable (Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009; 

Yönder Ertem & Yildirim, 2020). Furthermore, the favorable attitudes toward older adults 

remained when gender, GPA, and aging-related courses were controlled for (Van Dussen & 

Weaver, 2009).  

Major and Field of Study 

Differences have been found in levels of ageism between majors amongst college 

students (Kalavar, 2010; Vefikuluçay Yilmaz & Terzioğlu, 2011). For example, one study found 

that students from a science-related major exhibited more negative attitudes toward aging than 

students from social sciences- or health sciences-related majors. Indeed, one study found that 

“encouragingly, exercise science students are not very ageist and are interested in working with 

older adult patients” (Forlenza et al., 2019, p. 50). Another study found that students from a 

social work background readily admitted to positive ageist behaviors (Allen et al., 2009). It 

should be noted, however, that even positive ageist behaviors can be rooted in negative 

stereotypes (Lytle et al., 2022). Additionally, students that value professional behaviors tend to 

hold more positive views of older adults and aging (Bahadir-Yilmax, 2018). 
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Contact and Experiences with Older Adults 

Consistent with the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), students who had more contact 

with older adults had more positive attitudes than those who had less contact (Allan & Johnson, 

2009; Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009). However, another study examining the effect of gender and 

staying condition (living with an older adult or not living with an older adult) on benevolent and 

hostile ageism found the opposite effect (Pramanik & Biswal, 2020). That is, young adults not 

living with an older adult exhibited higher level of benevolent ageism than those who were 

sharing living spaces. Further analyses showed female participants living with an older adult 

displayed more hostile ageism compared to those who were not (Pramanik & Biswal, 2020). This 

may be related to aging-related fears which tend to be more frequent in women than men (Barrett 

& Von Rohr, 2008; Conolly, 2016; McConatha et al., 2003).  

On the other hand, it may be that living with an older adult increases the feelings of 

hostility toward older adults. Indeed, Smith et al. (2016) found that males lived with older adults 

more often than females in their sample. While the contact hypothesis posits that living with an 

older adult would be associated with less ageist attitudes, the male student participants held more 

negative perceptions (Smith et al., 2016). The inconsistent relationship between contact with 

older adults and degree of ageism was further investigated by Rowe et al. (2020). Their results 

indicated that the kind of interaction or contact matters. Instead of all contact leading to lower 

levels of ageism, only favorable interactions will have this effect (Rowe et al., 2020; Van Dussen 

& Weaver, 2009). Additionally, there tends to be an inverse relationship between knowledge of 

aging and level of ageism, where more knowledge was significantly associated with lower levels 

of ageism (Rowe et al., 2020). This is due to an indirect effect that is mediated by anxiety, in 
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which people with less knowledge about aging tend to have more anxiety about aging. Those 

with more anxiety about aging tend to have higher levels of ageist attitudes.  

Gender 

On average, female participants demonstrate significantly less ageist attitudes toward the 

elderly than their male counterparts (Allan & Johnson, 2009; Kalavar, 2001; Rowe et al., 2020; 

Smith et al., 2016, Vefikuluçay Yilmaz & Terzioğlu, 2011). This is true across cultural contexts 

(Luo et al., 2013).  

Culture 

A collectivistic culture is one that values the group over the individual (VandenBos, 

2007). Therefore, individuals whose cultures have a high degree of collectivistic orientation may 

experience lower levels of ageism than individuals with more individualistic orientation 

(Marques et al., 2020). However, this relationship also depends on other cultural aspects. Luo et 

al. (2013) conducted a study comparing ageism in college students between the U.S. and China. 

Whereas the U.S. is a more individualistic culture which values individuality more than the 

group, China is a more collectivistic society. Given this, one may hypothesize that the Chinese 

college students from the study would exhibit lower levels of ageism than American college 

students. However, this was not the case for the most part. Instead, the authors found that 

although female Chinese students held more positive attitudes in general toward older adults 

compared to their male counterparts. Generally, the Chinese students held more negative 

attitudes toward older people than their American peers (Luo et al., 2013). The authors explained 

this is likely due to the declining senior status in China compared to the past as well as increased 

age segregation on Chinese campuses coupled with a gerontological curriculum that is more 

underdeveloped than in the U.S. and less governmental support than in the U.S. (Luo et al., 
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2013). In that way, it is generally true that collectivistic cultures may exhibit lower levels of 

ageism than individualistic cultures, but other cultural factors can make the reverse true. 

Additionally, culture influences elements that are associated with aging and thus 

influence ageism. In a 2017 study by Liou that asked 128 Taiwanese students and 124 U.S. 

students to draw what aging looks like, most drawings from both countries depicted aging as 

primarily declining physical changes. This is consistent with other research that found students 

view aging as a downward path (Connolly, 2016). However, differences were observed between 

the two sets of drawings. Whereas the U.S. students’ drawings depicted physical decline as 

hospitals, nursing homes, and/or death, Taiwanese students’ drawings depicted scenes of 

physical decline as getting wrinkles, wearing glasses, and/or needing aid devices (Liou, 2017). 

The types of relationships depicted with aging were another major difference between students in 

the two nations. For example, the U.S. students thought of grandparents-grandchildren 

relationships whereas Taiwanese students thought of spousal relationships. As this study shows, 

while aging may be associated with physical decline across cultures, the type of characteristics 

elicited with aging differ from one culture to another (Liou, 2017). 

Race and Ethnicity. A final component of culture considered in this review is that of 

race and ethnicity. Several researchers have inquired into racial/ethnic differences in levels of 

ageism. Ladtika et al. (2011) found in-group favoritism in terms of ageism: African-American 

and White college students held more favorable attitudes toward older men and women from 

their same racial and ethnic group than toward older men and women from outside of their racial 

and ethnic group. This finding appears, not surprisingly, to highlight the contact hypothesis. 

Additionally, they found a gender bias, with students from both groups exhibiting were more 

positive attitudes toward older women than toward older men (Laditka et al., 2011).  
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Current Study Aims 

Previous studies have observed college students’ perceptions of older adults in general, 

but to the researcher’s knowledge, none have looked at their perceptions of non-traditional 

students in the classroom setting. One study examined traditional students’ perceptions of their 

non-traditional aged peers in the classroom but did not use the Stereotype Content Model to do 

so (Kinyon, 1994). The current study aims to fill a gap in the literature concerning ageism in the 

classroom from traditional undergraduate students toward their non-traditional student peers. 

Specifically, the current study examined the effects of age, gender, and both age and gender on 

traditional students’ perceptions toward their non-traditional aged peers using six vignettes that 

isolate these variables. 

Hypotheses 

The current study’s purpose was to investigate how traditional-aged students viewed their 

non-traditional aged peers while looking at the effects of age and gender. Based on previous 

literature regarding traditional-aged students’ perceptions about aging, the following hypotheses 

were developed. 

H1: The researcher hypothesized the non-traditional aged female in the scenario will be 

viewed more warmly than the non-traditional aged male scenario. 

Rationale: In general, women tend to be viewed as warmer than men (Fiske et al., 2002; 

Koenig, 2018; Laditka et al., 2011).  

H2: The researcher hypothesized the non-traditional aged male scenario will be viewed as 

more competent than the non-traditional aged female scenario. 

Rationale: Men tend to be perceived as more competent than women (Koenig, 2018).  
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H3: Overall, the researcher hypothesized there will be a significant difference in levels of 

perceived warmth between the non-traditional aged and traditional-aged conditions. 

Rationale: Ageism toward older adults presents as stereotypes about being warm (Fiske et 

al., 2002; Fiske, 2012). 

H4: Overall, the researcher hypothesized there will be a significant difference in levels of 

competence between conditions with non-traditional age as a variable and those without non-

traditional age as a variable. 

Rationale: Ageism toward older adults also presents as stereotypes about incompetence 

(Fiske et al., 2002; Fiske, 2012). 

H5: It is hypothesized the female traditional-age scenario will be rated as warmer than the 

male traditional-age scenario. 

Rationale: In general, women tend to be viewed as warmer than men (Fiske et al., 2002; 

Koenig, 2018; Laditka et al., 2011). 

H6: The researcher hypothesized the male traditional-age scenario will be perceived as 

more competent than the female traditional-age scenario. 

Rationale: Men tend to be viewed as more competent than women (Fiske, 2012).  

Design 

 The current study used an experimental study design that randomly assigned participants 

to one of six conditions to assess traditional-aged undergraduate students’ perceptions of their 

non-traditional aged peers using six variations of a classroom project scenario. Conditions were 

designed to observe age and gender effects both in isolation and in combination. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

Participants 

 The researcher chose a convenience sample of a young adult student population in a 

medium-sized university located in Southwest Virginia for the current study. The study recruited 

participants via SONA, the university’s online research recruitment system. The recruitment tool 

allows students who enroll in SONA to earn extra credit in exchange for their participation in 

research studies. Instructors may choose to award students a specified number of extra credit 

points in their course for the students’ participation in various campus directed research studies. 

 All participants received one SONA research credit as compensation for their 

participation in the study. The sample of students had to be at least 18 years of age and no older 

than 24 years of age; they were a convenience sample recruited through a voluntary participant 

pool in which students seeking extra credit elect to sign up. The researcher abided by the 

guidelines set by the Radford University Institutional Review Board and the ethical guidelines 

set by the American Psychological Association. Prior to their participation in the study, all 

participants provided their informed consent to take part in the study (see Appendix A).  

Measures 

Demographics 

Demographic information collected included age, gender identity, racial/ethnic identity, 

major, overall GPA, whether they identify as Appalachian, and the type of area they come from 

(e.g., rural, urban, suburban). Demographic information was self-reported by participants (see 

Appendix B). Eighteen to 24 year-old participants were included in the study. All other ages 

were excluded from the study.  
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Vignettes  

Six vignettes that assess the effect of age (same age, older, age neutral) and gender (male, 

female, gender neutral) on participants’ perceptions of an anonymous fellow student (See 

Appendix C) were created for the purpose of this study. Each vignette introduced a student with 

different information about age and gender. Three vignettes described a traditional aged student - 

one male, one female, and one gender neutral. Three vignettes described a non-traditional aged 

student – one male, one female, and one gender neutral. 

Warmth  

 Warmth consisted of items assessing how warm, trustworthy, friendly, honest, likable, 

and sincere the person in the vignette was. Items were adapted from the Stereotype Content 

Model (Fiske et al., 2002). Items were rated on a 1 to 5 scale, with 1 representing Strongly 

Disagree and 5 representing Strongly Agree. The internal consistency reliability of the warmth 

items as assessed by Cronbach’s alpha was 0.838. 

Competence 

 Competence consisted of items assessing how competent, intelligent, skilled, efficient, 

assertive, and confident the person in the vignette was. Items were adapted from the Stereotype 

Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002). Items were rated on a 1 to 5 scale, with 1 corresponding to 

Strongly Disagree and 5 corresponding to Strongly Agree. The internal consistency reliability of 

the competence items as assessed by Cronbach’s alpha was 0.812. 

Procedure 

 The sample was comprised of a convenience sample collected through the university’s 

voluntary research participation pool. The study was approved by the Radford University 

Institutional Review Board. The researcher created the study using Qualtrics. To participate in 
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the study participants had to be at least 18 years old but younger than 25 years of age. 

Participants interested in participating in the study logged into SONA and were taken to an 

external survey system (i.e., Qualtrics) that housed the study. The survey started with informed 

consent about the study. Participants needed to agree to the informed consent and click the ‘next’ 

button in order to proceed. Directions were provided for each of the sections. Participants were 

asked to read one of six randomly assigned scenarios and to respond to a set of questions based 

on the scenario. Participants responded to the demographic questions (e.g., gender, ethnicity and 

class standing; see Appendix B). At the end of the study, participants were debriefed (see 

Appendix D) and thanked for their participation. Lastly, the participants exited the browser and 

the study. Participation in the study was compensated in the form of one SONA research 

participation credit. Participation in the study took approximately 15 minutes. Participation credit 

was awarded after completion of the study.  

Design 

 The current study used an experimental study design that randomly assigned participants 

to one of six conditions to assess traditional-aged undergraduate students’ perceptions of their 

non-traditional aged peers using six variations of a classroom project scenario. Conditions were 

designed to observe age and gender effects. A power analysis was conducted and indicated a 

total of 120 to 150 participants was necessary for the current study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Description of the Sample 

 Participants in this study consisted of students who were 18-23 years of age enrolled at 

Radford University (Radford, VA). Participants were recruited through convenience sampling. 

However, it should be noted that the sampling was somewhat targeted, as all students came from 

an undergraduate participant recruitment pool. Therefore, all participants were undergraduate 

students and were enrolled in at least one psychology course. 

The study recruited a total of 163 participants. Data from nine participants were removed 

because they did not complete the survey. Fourteen participants did not meet the age 

requirements, and their data were removed. Thus, data from 140 participants remained for 

analyses. Four participants had one missing data point for which their score was imputed using 

the mean score of the sample (Parent, 2013). The following section provides descriptive 

information related to the sample. 
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Descriptive Information 

Table 1 

Demographic Information of the Sample 

 Total Percentage 

Gender   

     Male 24 17.1% 

     Female 109 77.9% 

     Non-Binary 4 2.9% 

     Trans 2 1.4% 

     Other 1 0.7% 

Age   

     18 24 17.1% 

     19 46 32.9% 

     20 32 22.9% 

     21 16 11.4% 

     22 16 11.4% 

     23 6 4.3% 

Race   

     White, non-Hispanic 83 59.3% 

     Black, non-Hispanic 30 21.4% 

     Asian/Pacific Islander 4 2.9% 

     Hispanic 12 8.6% 

     Multiracial 10 7.1% 

     Prefer not to say 1 0.7% 

Area of Origin   

     Suburban 62 44.3% 

     Rural 45 32.1% 

     Urban 33 23.6% 

Appalachian Status   

     Appalachian 29 20.7% 

     Not Appalachian 84 60% 

     Unsure 27 19.3% 

 

Each participant completed a demographics questionnaire. Personal demographics 

included gender, age, the kind of area participants came from, and whether participants 

considered themselves Appalachian. Descriptive information can be found in Table 1.  
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Females made up the majority of participants (77.9%, n = 109). 17.1% of participants 

were male (n = 24). 2.9% identified as non-binary (n = 4), 1.4% identified as trans (n = 2), and 

0.7% identified as other (n = 1). Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 23 years old. The mean age 

was 19.8 and the standard deviation was 1.39. The most common age was 19 (32.9%, n = 46). 

17.1 % of participants were 18 years old (n = 24). 22.9 % of participants were 20 years old (n = 

32). 11.4% of participants were 21 years old (n = 16). 11.4% of participants were 22 years old (n 

= 16). 4.3% of participants were 23 years old (n = 6). 

Most participants identified as White, non-Hispanic (59.3%, n = 83). 21.4% of 

participants identified as Black, non-Hispanic (n = 30). 2.9% identified as Asian/Pacific Islander 

(n = 4). 8.6% identified as Hispanic (n = 12). 7.1% identified as Multiracial (n = 10) and 0.7% 

preferred not to say (n = 1). 

Almost half of the participants said they came from a suburban area (44.3%, n = 62). 

32.1% said they came from a rural area (n = 45), and 23.6% said they came from an urban area 

(n = 33). 

Over half of the participants said they did not consider themselves Appalachian (60%, n 

= 84). 20.7% of participants said they considered themselves Appalachian (n = 29). 19.3% were 

unsure if they considered themselves Appalachian (n = 27). 

Descriptive Analyses 

 Descriptive statistics for the warmth and competence items can be found in Table 2. The 

internal consistency reliability of the warmth and competence items were assessed by calculating 

Cronbach’s alpha. The Cronbach’s alpha for the warmth items was 0.838. The Cronbach’s alpha 

for the competence items was 0.812. Table 3 shows the number of participants in each condition. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Warmth and Competence Items 

Items N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Warm 140 1.67 5 3.59 0.66 

Competent 140 2 5 3.59 0.68 

 

Table 3 

Number of Participants in Each Condition 

Condition 1: 

Male, Same 

Age 

Condition 2: 

Female, 

Same Age 

Condition 3: 

No Gender, 

Same Age 

Condition 4: 

Male, Older 

Condition 5: 

Female, 

Older 

Condition 6: 

No Gender, 

Older 

24 23 22 22 23 26 

 

Primary Analyses 

Hypothesis 1 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 1 that a female older 

student in the scenario would be viewed more warmly than would a male presented in the 

scenario. There was no significant difference in perceived warmth between the female older 

student scenario (M = 3.75, SD = 0.67) and the male older student scenario (M = 3.55, SD = 

0.61), F(1, 43) = 1.182, p = .283, partial eta2 = .027. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 2 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 2 that a male older 

student in the scenario would be viewed as more competent than would a female presented in the 

scenario. Participants did not perceive a significant difference in competence between the male 

older student scenario (M = 3.71, SD = 0.66) and the female older student scenario (M = 3.73, SD 

= 0.61), F(1, 43) = .011, p = .917, partial eta2 < .001. The hypothesis was not supported. 
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Hypothesis 3 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test hypothesis 3 that participants 

would perceive a significant difference in perceived warmth between the non-traditional age and 

traditional age conditions. There was no significant difference in perceived warmth between the 

non-traditional age conditions (M = 3.56, SD = 0.68) and traditional age conditions (M = 3.62, 

SD = 0.65), F(1, 138) = .282, p = .596, partial eta2 = .002. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 4 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test hypothesis 4 that participants 

would perceive a significant difference in competence between the non-traditional age and 

traditional age conditions. There was no significant difference in competence between the non-

traditional age conditions (M = 3.69, SD = 0.65) and traditional age conditions (M = 3.49, SD = 

0.70), F(1,138) = 2.990, p = .086. partial eta2 = .021. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Although not statistically significant, the significance level is reasonably close to p = 0.05 and 

the value for eta2 represents a small effect. The difference between the traditional aged and non-

traditional aged conditions are depicted in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1 

Competence Between Traditional Age and Non-Traditional Age Conditions 

  

Hypothesis 5 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 5 that participants 

would rate the female traditional age scenario as warmer than the male traditional age scenario. 

There was no significant difference in perceived warmth between the female traditional age 

scenario (M = 3.73, SD = 0.57) and the male traditional age scenario (M = 3.49, SD = 0.63), F(1, 

45) = 1.950, p = .169, partial eta2 = .042. The hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 6 

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to test Hypothesis 6 that participants 

would rate the male traditional age scenario as more competent than the female traditional age 

scenario. There was no significant perceived difference in competence between the male 

traditional age (M = 3.49, SD = 0.63) scenario and the female traditional age (M = 3.73, SD = 

0.57) scenario, F(1, 45) = .792, p = .378, partial eta2 = .017. The hypothesis was not supported. 

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

Traditional Age Non-Traditional Age

C
o

m
p

et
en

ce

Age



AGEISM IN COLLEGE STUDENTS   66 

 

Secondary Analyses 

 Secondary analyses were conducted to determine whether participants’ gender identity, 

major, and contact with older adults affected their warmth and competence ratings. Analyses of 

how old participants thought the other student in the vignette was condcuted as well as analyses 

to determine when participants think they would feel old. 

 Gender identity did not have an effect on warmth ratings, F(2, 137) = 1.04, p = .36, 

partial eta2 = .02, nor did it have an effect on competence ratings F(2, 137) = 1.67, p = .19, 

partial eta2 = .02. 

 Major was categorized as (1) social and health sciences and humannities or (2) 

everything else. There were 113 participants in the first category and 16 participants in the 

second category. Participants’ major had an effect on warmth ratings, F(1, 127) = 4.54, p = 0.4, 

partial eta2 = .03. Speficially, those in the second category rated the student in the vignette as 

warmer than those in the first category. Participants’ major did not have an effect on comptence 

ratings, however, F(1, 127) = 1.45, p = .23, partial eta2 = .01. 

 Contact with older adults did not have an effect on warmth ratings, F(3, 136) = .96, p = 

.42, partial eta2 = .02, or comptence ratings, F(3, 136) = .33, p = .81, partial eta2 = .01. 

 The minimum age that participants thought the other student was was 10 years-old and 

the maximum was 58 years-old with a mean of 22.39 years old and standard deviation of 5.82 

years. It was noted that those in the non-traditional conditions thought they were working with 

someone older (23-25) than in the traditional conditions (19-20).  

 Participants reported how at what age they would feel “old” at. The minimum age was 0 

years-old and the maximum was 75 years-old. The mean was 40.52 years-old with a standard 

deviaiton of 13.68 years. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This chapter will provide an overview of the results of the current study followed by a 

discussion of the way they relate to the existing literature. Limitations will be discussed in 

addition to future directions for this area of research. This chapter will end with a summary of 

conclusions drawn from the current study. 

Research Summary 

The purpose of the current research was to examine traditional-aged students’ attitudes 

towards their non-traditional aged peers using the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002). 

In the online study, participants were randomly assigned to a condition where age and gender 

were manipulated. Participants then answered questions related to ageism based on the condition 

(see Appendix C) to which they were assigned. Additionally, participants completed a 

demographics questionnaire developed by the researcher (see Appendix B). 

Drawing on the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002), this study examined how 

traditional-aged students perceive their non-traditional aged peers in terms of ageist attitudes. 

Namely, the study looked at how warm and competent traditional-aged students perceived their 

non-traditional aged peers. Based on previous research, several hypotheses were developed using 

the Stereotype Content Model, which had not been previously tested. Indeed, prior research on 

traditional-aged students’ perceptions has not used the Stereotype Content Model framework to 

analyze their perceptions (e.g., Kinyon, 1994). In this study, it was hypothesized that traditional-

aged students would perceive their non-traditional aged peers with ageist attitudes, as evidenced 

by how warm and competent they rated their hypothetical peers in the group project. Previous 

studies suggested non-traditional aged students are held to a higher standard that can act as a 

barrier for fitting in with their traditional-aged peers (Simi & Matusitz, 2016). It was further 



AGEISM IN COLLEGE STUDENTS   68 

 

hypothesized that the older female partners would be perceived more warmly, and that the older 

male partners would be perceived as more competent. Additionally, it was hypothesized that 

female participants would rate their project partners more positively (i.e., warm and competent) 

than their male counterparts.  

Results of the analyses did not confirm these hypotheses, therefore none of the proposed 

hypotheses were supported. This suggests traditional-aged students who participated in our study 

did not perceive their non-traditional aged peers through a lens of ageism and that female 

participants and male participants rated their partners at similar levels of warmth and 

competence. This finding, however, is contrary to what the literature on ageism and college-aged 

individuals tells us to date.  

Previous Studies 

 Based on previous studies, ageism can be one factor that is negatively impacting non-

traditional students and their ability to thrive in a college setting (Brown & Brown, 2015; Jordan, 

2018; Kinyon, 1994). Fiske and colleagues found that ageism consisted of stereotypes on the 

dimensions of warmth and competence (Fiske et al., 2002). Warmth can be defined as how 

cooperative or competitive someone is, while competence can be defined as how successful 

someone is (Fiske, 2012). Ageism toward older adults tends to manifest as stereotypes of warmth 

and incompetence (Fiske et al., 2002; Fiske, 2012).  

 Further research has suggested that gender is closely related to ageism, acting as one of 

the most frequent variables affecting people’s attitudes towards older adults (Brown & Brown, 

2015; Fiske, 2012; Koenig, 2018; Narayan, 2008). Indeed, studies have suggested that men tend 

to be viewed as more competent than women while women are often viewed as warmer than men 

(Fiske et al., 2002; Koenig, 2018; Laditka et al., 2011). While there has been previous research 
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on these gender and age effects, the current study did not support results found in the literature. 

This could be due to limitations in the current study. 

Limitations 

It is possible that design factors such as the use of vignettes could have influenced the 

outcomes. Indeed, the vignettes used in the study may not have been adequate in invoking age 

and gender biases, as the information given to the participants about their hypothetical peers was 

very limited (see Appendix C). The gender of the assigned peer was only indicated by the 

singular use of a pronoun. The age of the assigned peer was indicated in a single sentence and 

referenced a single number. Analyses determined that participants in the non-traditional aged 

conditions thought they were working with someone older (23-25 years-old) than in the 

traditional-aged conditions (19-20). However, the ‘older’ student was still younger that intended 

(maybe 40-55 years-old). 

The focus of the vignette was on the parameters of the assigned group project. The 

intention behind this was to make sure participants understood the gravity of the project and thus 

elicit reactions related to working with a partner. If either factor or both the age and gender of the 

assigned peer had been emphasized more, participants may have had stronger reactions from 

forming a stronger picture of their project partner and thus may have had a stronger favorable or 

unfavorable reaction and bias. Future studies may include a picture with each vignette to further 

illustrate the demographics of the hypothetical partner. 

Additionally, the nature of this study was very much reliant on self-report. It is possible 

that participants did not want to rate their hypothetical partner negatively to present themselves 

in a better light (e.g., not as judgmental, more patient). They may have also rated the partner 

differently if more information had been provided in the vignettes that was reminiscent of a non-
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traditional aged partner (e.g., the partner also worked a full-time job or had children). Future 

studies may control for social desirability response bias (SDR) by utilizing a social desirability 

scale to “detect, minimize, and correct for SDR” (Van de Mortel, 2008, p. 40).  

It is also possible that the sample was not representative of the population. Indeed, the 

sample consisted primarily of 19-year old White females, with little diversity in terms of race 

and gender. It is possible that our study’s results reflect the perceptions of this narrow slice of 

possible participants.  

Additionally, the sample consisted of students taking a psychology course. It could be 

that students taking a social science course differ from students in other areas of studies. Indeed, 

one study found that students from different majors held varying beliefs about aging (Gutiérrez 

& Mayordomo, 2019).  

More research is needed to reconcile and/or explain the differences in results from the 

current study compared to previous studies. Suggestions for future research are provided in the 

next section. 

Future Directions 

The evidence in the literature suggests non-traditional students experience ageism. For 

example, Simi and Matusitz (2016) suggest ageism could be one factor explaining why non-

traditional aged students are more likely than their traditional-aged counterparts to drop out of 

college without receiving a degree (Compton et al., 2006). Non-traditional aged college students 

do not feel the same sense of belonging as their traditional-aged peers do (Kenner & Weinerman, 

2011). This lack of belonging could be part of the reason why non-traditional aged students drop 

out of college prematurely. However, it is not known whether the sense of belonging is 
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negatively impacted by ageism from others. Future studies should investigate the relationship 

between ageism and sense of belonging in non-traditional aged students. 

Future studies should include both age and gender as variables due to the interaction 

between age and gender. In doing so, researchers may want to recruit a greater number of 

participants to ensure adequate statistical power. Researchers may also want to recruit a sample 

that more closely represents the college population in order to test hypotheses related to gender 

and race. 

Additionally, future research may wish to rely on a different methodology such as a 

different version of the vignettes used in the current study. It is possible that the vignettes in their 

current state did not invoke any biases toward age and gender. Future researchers may also 

utilize pictures that demonstrate the manipulated age and gender variables. 

Moreover, the current study did collect information such as race/ethnicity but did not 

manipulate it as a variable. Several researchers have inquired into racial/ethnic differences in 

levels of ageism. Ladtika et al. (2011) found in-group favoritism in terms of ageism: African-

American and White college students held more favorable attitudes toward older men and 

women from their same racial and ethnic group than toward older men and women from outside 

their racial and ethnic group. Additionally, Ladtika et al. found a gender bias, with students from 

both groups exhibiting more positive attitudes toward older women than toward older men. 

Future studies may wish to manipulate race/ethnicity as a variable to deepen our understanding 

between race/ethnicity and ageism. 

Lastly, culture may play a role in ageism. Generally, it is true that collectivistic cultures 

may exhibit lower levels of ageism than individualistic cultures (Liou, 2017; Luo et al., 2013; 

Vanden Bos, 2007). Researchers hypothesized that individuals whose cultures have a high 
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degree of collectivistic orientation may experience lower levels of ageism than individuals with a 

low degree of collectivistic orientation (Marques et al., 2020). Although this is generally true, 

other cultural factors can influence levels of ageism (Luo et al., 2013). Therefore, future studies 

may wish to look cross-culturally at ageism.  

Conclusion 

The current study examined traditional-aged students’ attitudes toward their non-

traditional aged peers using six conditions with age and gender as variables. This study’s unique 

contribution was the use of the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002) to examine 

attitudes toward non-traditional aged students. Six vignettes were created for this purpose. It was 

hypothesized that traditional-aged students would perceive their non-traditional aged peers with 

ageist attitudes. While the study’s findings did not support the hypothesis, that is not to say that 

there are no ageist attitudes from traditional-aged peers toward non-traditional aged peers. 

Interventions geared toward reducing ageism should focus on education and intergenerational 

contact (Burnes et al., 2019). 

In summary, the study did not find a significant difference in measures of warmth and 

competence of the various conditions. These results challenge current understandings of how 

traditional-aged students perceive non-traditional aged peers and underscore the need for further 

research. Several factors, including the vignettes used and the limitations inherent in self-report 

measures may have influenced these findings. Future research employing alternative 

methodologies while relying on the Stereotype Content Theory is warranted. 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent 

 

Title of Research: Higher Expectations in Higher Education? The Stereotype Content 

Model and Perceptions of Non-traditional Students 

Researcher(s): Amanda Chung, M.S.Ed., Jenessa Steele, Ph.D., Ruth Riding-Malon, Ph.D. 

We ask you to be in an online research study designed to examine undergraduate students’ 

perceptions of working with other students. If you decide to participate in the study, you will be 

asked to complete a series of questions lasting around 20 minutes. Approximately 150 

participants from the Radford University SONA participation pool will be asked to participate in 

the study. 

This study has no more risk than what is encountered in everyday life with this study. 

Participation is voluntary; you may leave the study at any time by exiting your browser. If you 

choose not to participate or decide to withdraw, there will be no penalty. 

If you decide to be in this study, it is required that you are at least 18 years of age. Additionally, 

you may choose not to answer certain questions. There is compensation for you to be in this 

research. If you choose to participate, you will be compensated with 1 SONA participation credit 

for the approximately 20-minute duration of the study. Additional course credit may be given by 

course instructors. Benefits for you being in the study include contributing to better 

understanding of views on working with other students and aging. 

If you decide to be in this study, what you tell us will be kept private unless required by law to 

tell. The data collected in this study are anonymous, thus, IP addresses will not be collected. 

Additionally, this means that not even the research team can match you to your data. We will 

collect your information through a Qualtrics survey. This information will be stored on a limited 

access password-protected computer for up to three years. The research team will work to protect 

your data to the extent permitted by technology. It is possible, although unlikely, that an 

unauthorized individual could gain access to your responses because you are responding online. 

This risk is similar to your everyday use of the internet. 

If you have any questions now or later about this study, feel free to email Jenessa Steele, Ph.D., 

jcsteele@radford.edu, (540) 831-5176. 

This study was approved by the Radford University Committee for the Review of Human 

Subjects Research. If you have any questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject 

or have complaints about this study, you should contact Dean Ben Caldwell, Institutional Officer 

for Research, Graduate college, Radford University, bcaldwell13@radford.edu, (540) 831-5723. 

It is your choice whether or not to be in this study. What you choose will not affect any current 

or future relationship with Radford University. If all of your questions have been answered and 

you would like to take part in this study, please press “Yes.” Otherwise, press “No” and you will 

be exited from the study. 

mailto:jcsteele@radford.edu
mailto:bcaldwell13@radford.edu
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Appendix B: Demographic Questions 

 

1. What is your age? (Select one.) 

a. 18 

b. 19 

c. 20 

d. 21 

e. 22 

f. 23 

g. 24 

h. Other 

2. What is your major? _____ 

3. What is your gender identity? (Select one.) 

a. Male/Man 

b. Female/Woman 

c. Non-Binary 

d. Trans 

e. Other (Please Describe): _____ 

f. Prefer not to say. 

4. What is your racial/ethnic identity? 

a. White, non-Hispanic 

b. Black, non-Hispanic 

c. Asian/Pacific Islander 

d. Hispanic 

e. American Indian/Alaskan Native 

f. Multiracial (Please Describe): _____ 

g. Prefer not to say. 

5. What kind of area do you come from? 

a. Urban 

b. Suburban 

c. Rural 

6. Do you consider yourself Appalachian? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. I don’t know. 

7. What is your current overall (cumulative) GPA? _____ 
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Appendix C: Vignettes and Ageism Questions 

Condition: Male, Traditional Age 

Scenario: You are taking a very important senior research class for your major. Your professor 

assigns a crucial project and pairs you up with another student you have never met or worked 

with before. In discussions, you find that he is approximately the same age as you. This project is 

expected to span the entire semester and involves a presentation.  

 

Condition: Female, Traditional Age 

Scenario: You are taking a very important senior research class for your major. Your professor 

assigns a crucial project and pairs you up with another student you have never met or worked 

with before. In discussions, you find that she is approximately the same age as you. This project 

is expected to span the entire semester and involves a presentation. 

 

Condition: No Gender, Traditional Age 

Scenario: You are taking a very important senior research class for your major. Your professor 

assigns a crucial project and pairs you up with another student you have never met or worked 

with before. In discussions, you find that they are approximately the same age as you. This 

project is expected to span the entire semester and involves a presentation.  

 

Condition: Male, Non-traditional Age 

Scenario: You are taking a very important senior research class for your major. Your professor 

assigns a crucial project and pairs you up with another student you have never met or worked 

with before. In discussions, you find that he is significantly older than you. This project is 

expected to span the entire semester and involves a presentation. 

 

Condition: Female, Non-traditional Age 

Scenario: You are taking a very important senior research class for your major. Your professor 

assigns a crucial project and pairs you up with another student you have never met or worked 

with before. In discussions, you find that she is significantly older than you. This project is 

expected to span the entire semester and involves a presentation. 

 

Condition: No Gender, Non-traditional Age 

Scenario: You are taking a very important senior research class for your major. Your professor 

assigns a crucial project and pairs you up with another student you have never met or worked 

with before. In discussions, you find that they are significantly older than you. This project is 

expected to span the entire semester and involves a presentation. 
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[Scenario Questions] 

Based on this scenario, please answer the following questions:  

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Warm 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Trustworthy 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Friendly 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Honest 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Likeable 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Sincere 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Competent 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

  

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Intelligent 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Skilled 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Efficient 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Assertive 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that your assigned project classmate will be: Confident 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that you will be excited to work on the project with your assigned 

classmate?  

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 

 

To what extent do you agree that the project you complete together will be successful? 

5-pt Likert Response: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree 
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[Age Questions] 

 

1. What age do you think your classmate is approximately? _____ 

2. People usually feel “established” after changes in their physical health, well-being, 

cognitive development, and work-life balance. At what age do you think you will feel 

“established”? 

3. Have you ever experienced working with someone much older than you in the college 

classroom? Yes/No 

a. Was the experience generally positive or generally negative? 5-point Likert scale 

4. At what age do you think you will feel “old”? ____ 
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Appendix D: Debriefing Statement 

 

Thank you for participating in this study! This form provides background about our research to 

help you learn more about why we are doing this study. Please feel free to ask any questions 

you may have. 

 

You have just participated in a research study conducted by Ms. Amanda Chung 

(achung1@radford.edu). 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine how age and gender affect students’ perceptions of 

their peers. 

 

As you know, your participation is voluntary. If you wish, you may withdraw from this study, at 

which point all records of your participation will be destroyed. 

 

Contact information for the researcher is on the consent form which you may keep for your 

records. If you have questions, please contact Ms. Amanda Chung (achung1@radford.edu). 

 

If you need after-hours assistance, here are some resources to aid you: 

 

Radford University Student Counseling Services can be reached at 540-831-5226 or at 

scs@radford.edu which is located in Davis Hall, Lower Level between Monday and Friday at 

8:30 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. 

Link: https://www.radford.edu/content/student-counseling/home.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

mailto:achung1@radford.edu

