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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic emerged to be a fertile ground
for age-based prejudice and discrimination. In particular,
a growing literature investigated ageism towards older
people at the individual and the interpersonal level,
providing evidence of its prevalence, antecedents and
negative consequences. However, less much is known on
the phenomenon at the intergroup level. To fill this gap,
the present correlational research investigated the effects
of younger people’s endorsement of ageism towards older
people on the attitude towards COVID-19 restriction mea-
sures primarily targeted to older (vs. younger) population.
In the autumn of 2020, five hundred and eighty-two Italian
participants (83.3% females; M,g. = 20.02, SDg. = 2.83)
completed an online questionnaire. Results revealed that
the younger people’s endorsement of ageism towards older
people increased the attribution of culpability for the sever-
ity of COVID-19 restriction measures to older (vs. younger)
people, which, in turn positively affected the attitudes
towards older (vs. younger) people isolation and support
for selective lockdown on older population only. The main
contributions of the study, limitations, future research
directions, and practice implications are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

The current COVID-19 pandemic has been recognized as one of the most significant public health
issues in the last century, bringing about important challenges not only to the healthcare systems
but also to the economic and societal ones worldwide. In the face of such a situation, academics
have started to investigate the potential impacts of the pandemic on people’s attitudes at multiple
levels. This line of research indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic is a fertile ground for scape-
goating and prejudice not only towards several ethnic minorities (Esses & Hamilton, 2021) but
also towards age-based categories such as older people (for a literature review see, Silva et al.,
2021). The emphasis posed on the role of age in susceptibility and mortality rates to COVID-19 has
been accompanied by the representations of older population as the most vulnerable and useless
segment of the society (Ayalon, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2021). Therefore, the public
discourses erroneously instigated that COVID-19 is a problem of older population, questioned
about older adults’ contribution to the society, and exacerbated age-division and intergenerational
conflicts (Ayalon et al., 2020). Despite a growing body of studies investigated different aspects
of ageism towards older population - such as its prevalence, antecedents, and consequences —
the available research is scant as compared to other forms of prejudice and is mostly focused
on the individual (e.g., the effects of ageism on older adults’ health conditions and self-esteem)
and the interpersonal (e.g., the use of baby talk in interacting with older adults) level of analysis
(for reviews, see North & Fiske, 2012; Raina & Balodi, 2014), leaving the intergroup - or inter-
generational — level of ageism towards older populations understudied (for recent exceptions see,
Kanik et al., 2022; Sutter et al., 2022). However, as demonstrated by the broader sociopsycholog-
ical literature on intergroup conflict, the tension between groups detrimentally affects people’s
lives. Considering that the global population is increasingly growing older, and that older individ-
uals are at higher risk of violation of human rights during the pandemic (Previtali et al., 2020),
investigating the intergenerational conflict is of particular relevance to avoid discrimination and
social injustices (North & Fiske, 2012). Thus, to fill this gap, the specific aim of the present corre-
lational research was to investigate in Italy, the effects of younger people’s endorsement of ageism
towards older people on the attitude towards the adoption of COVID-19 restriction measures and
prescriptions primarily targeted to older (vs. younger) population.

Ageism towards older people

People automatically categorize others based on visible physical cues. Like ethnicity and gen-
der, age is among the most crucial social markers in social categorization, impression formation,
and social behavior processes (Ng, 1998; North & Fiske, 2012). Relying on visible cues is a mental
short cut that rapidly guides people in social world. However, it can also lead to prejudice and
discrimination towards specific groups of individuals.

The prejudice towards a group based on the age of that group has been termed ageism and it can
potentially affect any age group (Butler, 1969). Ageism encompasses stereotypes, affective states,
and discrimination against the target (Ng, 1998; Raina & Balodi, 2014). Although the boundaries
between age groups are often flexible, context-dependent, and represent an oversimplification
of aging processes, in the present research we relied on one of the age criteria that research has
traditionally adopted, identifying people under the age of 35 as young and people above the age
of 65 as older (Contoli et al., 2016; Mucchi Faina, 2013; Orimo et al., 2006).
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A huge socio-psychological literature demonstrated that ageism towards older people is
widespread among countries and cultures (e.g., Germany in Jelenec & Steffens, 2002; for reviews
of international literature, see Levy & Banaji, 2002; Levy & Macdonald, 2016; Marques et al., 2020;
Raina & Balodi, 2014).

Stereotypes about older people are ambivalent and, thus, encompass positive and negative
traits, such as being perceived as poor in health and fragile, warm but incompetent, inflexible
and lacking of competitiveness but friendly and lovely grandparents, wise but dispensable indi-
viduals unable to contribute to society (e.g., review of international literature in Cuddy & Fiske,
2002; Fiske et al., 2002; Levy & Banaji, 2002; Raina & Balodi, 2014). The normalization and per-
petuation of stereotypes is facilitated by mass media too, which often portray older individuals in
a stereotyped manner as narrow-minded, fragile, diseased, and incompetent (Cuddy et al., 2005;
Levy and Banaji, 2002; American participants in Lytle & Levy, 2019; Raina & Balodi, 2014).

As for discrimination against older people, it emerged in a variety of life-domains such as
interpersonal communications, politics, workplace, and healthcare (for reviews of international
literature see Lytle & Levy, 2019; Mucchi Faina, 2013; Ng, 1998; Raina & Balodi, 2014; for recent
research on discrimination during the pandemic see Lloyd-Sherlock et al., 2022). In workplace,
older people are devalued in their competence and potentials and, thus, they often experience a
lack of work opportunities (e.g., Abrams et al., 2016; systematic review conducted on data from
45 countries in Chang et al., 2020; North & Fiske, 2016; Raina & Balodi, 2014). In particular, older
workers and job applicants are perceived to be higher on warmth, loyalty, and stability but simul-
taneously lower on competence, productivity, less suitable for promotion as compared to younger
workers and job applicants, and less likely to be hired even when the job requires warmth-related
capabilities (review of international literature in Christian et al., 2014; Cuddy & Fiske, 2002; Swiss
participants in Krings et al., 2011). In healthcare domain, older people are infantilized, threated
as others-dependent, in a less respectful and supportive manner, denied access to health services
and excluded from health research (Chang et al., 2020; Christian et al., 2014; Cuddy et al., 2005;
Raina & Balodi, 2014).

Interestingly, older people themselves internalize stereotypes about their own age group
(e.g., American participants in Hummert et al., 1994; Levy & Banaji, 2002; Nosek et al., 2002) with
the internalization of the stereotypical beliefs, in turn, longitudinally and negatively affecting
people’s self-concept as they get old (Ayalon et al., 2020; Levy, 2009; German participants in
Rothermund & Brandtstiddter, 2003). Furthermore, experiencing ageism can worsen older peo-
ple’s psycho-physical health through the mediation of psychological (e.g., reduced self-efficacy),
behavioral (e.g., less healthy behaviors), and physiological (e.g., change in the level of C-reactive
protein, that is a stress biomarker of inflammation) processes resulting in physical and mental
illness, cognitive impairment, reduced longevity, and depressive symptoms (for a review see,
Chang et al., 2020).

Sociopsychological perspectives on ageism causes

Several sociopsychological perspectives have been advanced about the roots of ageism towards
older people. Individual theories, for instance, have explained ageism as an ego-protective strategy
(Marques et al., 2020; North & Fiske, 2012). Accordingly, the threat of death (Terror Management
account; Greenberg et al., 2017) or the need to maintain a positive social identity exacerbating the
differences between age-groups (Social Identity account, Kite et al., 2005) pushes younger peo-
ple to distance themselves from older people. Instead, sociocultural theories have emphasized
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how contemporary society’s structure encourages ageism (Marques et al., 2020; North & Fiske,
2012). Accordingly, older people are perceived as a marginal segment of society (e.g., retirees) and
as a low status group lacking either competitiveness (Stereotype Content account; Cuddy et al.,
2005) or agency and social value (Social Role account; Kite & Wagner, 2004). Albeit not directly
investigated from an intergroup perspective, similarly to other forms of prejudice, ageism has
been explained as the result of tension between groups (North & Fiske, 2012). When the resources
are scarce, intergroup conflict might arise with perceived symbolic and realistic threat increasing
hostility and disputes over the resources’ allocation among groups (Sherif et al., 1961; Stephan &
Stephan, 2017). While realistic threats regard tangible harms (e.g., economic power and physical or
material wellbeing), symbolic threats refer to intangible harms (e.g., differences in values, moral-
ity, and norms) to the ingroup (Stephan & Stephan, 2017). Public discourses and media portrayals
that accentuate the distinctions between the groups exacerbate this conflict. Therefore, members
of the stigmatized outgroup are perceived negatively, evoke threat, and are the target of subtle and
blatant forms of prejudice and discrimination (e.g., Becker et al., 2011; Conzo et al., 2021; Glick,
2002). Consistently, it has been proposed that older people, by prorogating their retirement, try-
ing to look younger, and having access to abundant public funding, can constitute a threat for
younger generation, and thus, they are likely to face backlash from younger people who desire to
have access to such societal resources (North & Fiske, 2012).

Ageism and intergenerational conflict during the COVID-19 pandemic

Research from multiple disciplines clearly demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic has exac-
erbated prejudice towards older population (Fraser et al., 2020; analysis of tweets in the English
language in Jimenez-Sotomayor et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2022; review of international
literature in Silva et al., 2021; Swift & Chasteen, 2021) with negative consequences for their wellbe-
ing (Cohn-Schwartz et al., 2022; Derrer-Merk et al., 2022). Ng et al. (2021) analyzed aging narratives
before and during the pandemic (from October 2019 to May 2020) in 20 countries, revealing
that ageism registered an alarming acceleration. Consistently, an increasing number of research
documented the prevalence of negative and ageist representations of older people during the
pandemic worldwide. These representations encompass offensive, stereotyped, and derogatory
memes and hashtags (e.g., #boomerremover, review of international literature in Brooke & Jack-
son, 2020; analysis of tweets in the English language in Skipper & Rose, 2021), as well as contents
depicting older people as a homogenously frail group and as the cause of the spread of the virus
(e.g., Fraser et al., 2020; Jimenez-Sotomayor et al., 2020). Furthermore, although it is well-
established that all age groups are at risk of developing COVID-19 disease, the media has strongly
emphasized that older populations are at higher risk, instigating the idea that COVID-19 is a dis-
ease of only the older individuals (review of international literature in Previtali et al., 2020; Swift
& Chasteen, 2021). Additionally, public institutions and some politicians strengthened prejudice
against older people with their insulting remarks and ill-advised decisions. This is the case of sev-
eral politics around the world, who declared — more or less explicitly — that older people are useless
to the productive efforts of the country and, thus, they should sacrifice themselves by self-isolating
to let their countries move on. For instance, as for the need to re-open the economy of USA, Texas
Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick declared that — as an older person — he would prefer to risk death
rather than to damage the economy of his country and added that most of grandparents would be
of the same mind (Ayalon, 2020; Becket, 2020). The initial response of the UK government to the
pandemic was to suggest to people older than 70 years old to self-isolate for 4 months, while the
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other age segments of society could continue their usual life (Ayalon, 2020; Sparrow, 2020). In
Italy, where 5% of the over 65 years old population is still working (ISTAT, 2020, 2021), the Italian
Governor Giovanni Toti called for limitations to be targeted on older population, described as
not indispensable for the economy and productive system of the country (ANSA, 2020).

Additionally, the possible collapse of the healthcare systems led some countries and healthcare
systems to discuss and even adopt an age criterion for the allocation of the scarce health resources,
prioritizing the treatment of younger patients (Cesari & Proietti, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020). Along-
side these devaluing discourses and practices, a patronizing aspect of ageism emerged too. Many
countries advocated the imposition or suggested without imposition stricter restrictions on the
older population only, identifying age-based lockdown as a better strategy than a generalized
lockdown on the entire population (Ayalon, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020).

Thus, in multiple ways, public as well as political discourses and practices have encouraged
people to believe that COVID-19 mostly affects the older population whose life is supposed to be
less valuable. On the one hand, this spread of ageism contributes to social resistance in adopting
health recommendations (e.g., social distancing; American participants in Graf & Carney, 2021)
with younger people believing to be COVID-19 immune and even engaging in dangerous practices
such as “Corona parties” as to purposefully infect oneself (Ayalon, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020). On
the other hand, it exacerbates the intergenerational tensions among different age groups (Ayalon
et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2021).

In the light of the above, it is reasonable that the COVID-19 pandemic can increase the perceived
realistic and symbolic threats, fostering competition over the scarce resources. In this specific case,
symbolic threat clearly emerges on social media where younger people exhibit anger and outrage
against the older ones as a result of some older persons not adhering to anti-COVID measures
(e.g., social isolation; Ayalon, 2020; Silva et al., 2021). Realistic threat, instead, emerges in the
support for the adoption of age-based criteria in both allocating the medical treatments and
implementing social isolation measures (Ayalon, 2020). Symbolic and realistic threat, thus,
strengthen the idea that older people have already lived their lives and that they have to step
aside without stealing younger people’s resources, freedom, and lives. Indeed, several authors
suggested that this mechanism fosters the division and the conflict between older and younger
generations within the society (e.g., Ayalon, 2020; Silva et al., 2021).

However, alongside explanation of ageism during the COVID-19 pandemic as the result of spe-
cific threats, another explanation suggests that during societal crises, unspecific threat can lead to
prejudice through attributional processes. Indeed, attributional processes are daily and intuitively
applied by people in the attempt to causally explain events (Heider, 1958). Assigning responsibil-
ity and/or blame to social actors serves to reduce uncertainty, perceive a sense of control over
the events, support individual ideologies, and maintain a positive self and group image (Becker
et al., 2011; Penone & Spaccatini, 2019). On the other hand, however, research demonstrated that
in several domains, from gender violence to perception of immigration, attributional processes
can become a tool for legitimizing prejudice and discrimination (e.g., Becker et al., 2011; Penone
& Spaccatini, 2019). Intergroup tension may be especially high during societal crises like finan-
cial crises or pandemics, according to research linking attributional processes to perceived threat.
Such situations are the result of complex dynamics and evoke an unspecified threat that can, in
turn, translate into hostility, prejudice, and discrimination towards specific outgroups throughout
group-level attribution processes. In particular, people cope with the unspecific threat by seeking
social groups who can be made responsible for the crisis or the emergence (Allport, 1954; Becker
etal., 2011; Glick, 2002; Pacilli et al., 2022; Tajfel, 1969). The choice of the outgroup to be considered
responsible for the situation is not fortuitous; instead, it depends on the salient and shared stereo-
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types within a particular social context (Butz & Yogeeswaran, 2011; Glick, 2002). For instance,
research on ethnic prejudice demonstrated that the 2008 financial crisis did not intensify prejudice
in general, but only prejudice towards groups who were considered responsible and blameworthy
for the severity of the situation, such as immigrant and Jewish populations (Becker et al., 2011).

At the light of this, the intergroup attributional processes can be a root for ageism and age-
based discrimination during pandemic too. However, to our knowledge, most part of the research
have been focused on the analysis of the spread of ageism during pandemic and its effects on peo-
ple’s adherence to COVID-19 control and preventive measures (e.g., Graf & Carney, 2021; Italian
participants in Visintin, 2021), leaving the intergroup level under-investigated.

THE PRESENT RESEARCH

The purpose of the present correlational research was to deepen the knowledge on ageism towards
older people during pandemic at an intergroup level. In particular, we aimed at investigating the
effects of younger people’s endorsement of ageism towards older people on the attitude towards
the possible adoption of COVID-19 restriction measures and prescriptions primarily targeted to
older (vs. younger) population.

Our hypotheses are rooted in the broad sociopsychological research literature on intergroup
relationship and conflict above mentioned.

In particular, linking the literature on attributional processes and prejudice to the one on ageism
during pandemic, we hypothesized that the endorsement of ageism towards older (vs. younger)
people would positively correlate with the attribution of culpability for the severity of COVID-
19 restriction measures to older (vs. younger) people (H1). Furthermore, we expected a positive
relationship between the older (vs. younger) people’s culpability for the severity of COVID-19
restriction measures, the attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people isolation, and support for
selective lockdown on older population only (H2). Finally, we hypothesized that the relationship
between the endorsement of ageism towards older people and the attitudes towards older (vs.
younger) people isolation and support for selective lockdown on older population only would be
mediated by the attribution of culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures to
older (vs. younger) people (H3).

The study was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the 1964 Declaration of
Helsinki. The raw data supporting the findings of this study and materials used to collect data are
available upon request to the authors.

The research context

The present research was conducted in Italy, one of the European countries with the largest por-
tion of older population (i.e., people over 65 years old). In particular, in Italy the older population
represents the 23% of the entire population with a continuous growth in the percentage of older
persons in the country (ISTAT, 2020, 2021). However, older individuals constitute a cornerstone
for the Italian society thanks to their social, economic, and cultural roles (Petretto & Pili, 2020).
Furthermore, a large part of older population acts and lives autonomously, looks younger, and is
in good general health (Petretto & Pili, 2020).

As far as the COVID-pandemic is concerned, Italy was the first European nation hit by the
virus and among the most affected countries in the world (Cesari & Proietti, 2020). Furthermore,



JOURNAL OF

AGEISM & AGE-BASED COVID-19 RESTRICTION MEASUR SUCiaI Issues

A Journal of the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues I

Italy was the first European country to adopt restrictive measures, with the government impos-
ing the lockdown to the entire country few weeks after the first case diagnosed in mid-February
2020 (Delmastro & Zamariola, 2020). However, the infection and death rates have increased, chal-
lenging the public health system severely. Italian population profoundly changed their habits
and lifestyle, and was hardly impacted by the pandemic on a personal, social, psychological, and
economic level (Delmastro & Zamariola, 2020; Marazziti et al., 2020), with the health care practi-
tioners, disabled persons, caregivers, and older sick patients experiencing negative consequence
more severely (Marazziti et al., 2020). With a focus on older adults, Italy was among the coun-
tries that, facing the possibility of healthcare system collapse, discussed and even adopted an age
criterion for the allocation of the scarce health resources, prioritizing the treatment of younger
patients (Cesari & Proietti, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020).

During COVID-19 outbreak, the Italian media represented older individuals in a variety of ways
(Petretto & Pili, 2020; Previtali et al., 2020). On the one hand, the positive representations of older
population showed their efforts to be helpful to the community, for instance, by coming back to
work even if retired (e.g., researchers and health care practitioners), while on the other hand,
media emphasized older people’s frailty and their higher risk of infection and death.

Data were collected in the autumn of 2020 from late November to mid-December, when along-
side an exponential growth of infections (for the data on the infection and death rate in Italy see
Corriere della Sera, 2020) that determined an increase in the severity of the COVID-19 restriction
measures (for a description of the Italian prevention and response to COVID-19 see, Ministero
della Salute - Istituto Superiore di Sanita, 2020) and approaching the start of the vaccination cam-
paign (27" of December 2020), some politics (e.g., the aforementioned Giovanni Toti on the 2" of
November 2020) publicly expressed their support for age-based restrictions on older population,
making salient boundaries among age groups and igniting a heated debate among citizens.

Design and participants

Five hundred and eighty-two participants (83.3% females; M,z = 20.02, SD,z. = 2.83) were
recruited through a snowball sampling and voluntarily participated in the study. The research
was advertised during university classes by the first and the last authors, who asked students to
take part in the study and to spread the link to the online questionnaire to other same-age persons.
The study took about 10 min to be completed and participants did not receive compensation for
taking part in the study.

Most of the participants (91.1%) declared to be student and 7.7% to be student worker.

Given that most of our measures were ad hoc developed for the present study and that there
was no previous research on the topic, we could not compute a priori power analysis based on
previous literature data. However, we ran a power analysis based on correlation among involved
variables to test whether our final sample was sufficient to detect the key hypothesized effects in
our mediational models, adopting Schoemann et al. (2017) approach. The power for the media-
tional model with the importance of age-based self-isolation behavior as the dependent variable
was equal to .79, the power for the mediational model with the support for the imposition of age-
based self-isolation measures as the dependent variable was equal to .72, and the power for the
mediational model with the support for selective lockdown involving only the older population
as the dependent variable was equal to .71. Thus, being below the threshold of .80, our models
emerged to be slightly underpowered.
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TABLE 1 Items ad hoc developed to assess the attribution of culpability for the severity of COVID-19
restriction measures to older (vs. younger) people

The severity of the measures that the Italian government has adopted since October 2020
to contain the pandemic was caused by:

The need to protect the health of the older people above all.
The need to protect the health of the frail people, especially the elderly.
The superficial way in which the young people have continued to behave in the last period.

The superficial way in which the young people spent the summer (clubs, friends, travel).

Procedure and materials

After providing their consent to participate in the study, participants completed an online ques-
tionnaire via the SurveyMonkey platform. The variables were measured in the following order
using 7-point scales ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree), except for ageism scales
that were administered using 7-point semantic differentials. In answering to the questionnaire,
participants were asked to think to younger people (i.e., people of their same age) and to older
people (i.e., retired people).

Ageism

To assess ageism towards both younger and older people, participants were asked to answer to two
different sets of semantic differentials composed by eight pairs of bipolar adjectives each previ-
ously used by Rudman et al. (1999; e.g., “close-minded/open-minded” and “frail/healthy”; ageism
towards older people: Cronbach’s a = .60; ageism towards younger people: Cronbach’s o = .64). A
relative index was calculated by subtracting from ageism towards older people the ageism towards
younger people. Higher values indicated greater ageism towards older (vs. younger) people.

Older (vs. younger) people’s culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction
measures

Participants were presented with the four items reported in Table 1 that assessed the degree to
which they considered the cause for the severity of restriction measures to be older populations’
fragility (two items; r = .84, p < .001) and younger people’s reckless behavior (two items; r = .79,
D < .001). A relative index was calculated by subtracting from culpability of older people score the
culpability of younger people. Higher values indicated greater assignment of culpability to older
(vs. younger) people.

Attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people isolation
We measured the support for a set of isolation measures and prescriptions towards both younger

and older populations (See Table 2 for the list of items). Four items assessed the importance of
age-based self-isolation, asking participants to what extent they considered to be important during
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TABLE 2 Items ad hoc developed to assess attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people isolation

Importance of age-based self-isolation

To effectively contain the pandemic, it is important that:

Older people avoid going out and going around infecting and getting infected.

Older people avoid gathering in groups with friends by infecting and getting infected.
Young people avoid going out and going around infecting and getting infected.

Young people avoid gathering in groups with friends by infecting and getting infected.

Support for imposition of age-based isolation

Please indicate how much you agree with the adoption of the following measures:
To obligate the older people to not leave their home.

To obligate the older people to not meet non-cohabiting people at home.

To obligate younger people to not meet other people in public spaces (e.g., park).

To obligate the younger people to not meet non-cohabiting people at home.

Support for selective lockdown on older population

Please mark the degree to which you agree with the following statements:

Between a lockdown on the entire population and a selective one involving the older people
only, I'd rather prefer a selective lockdown involving only the older population.

If the covid-19 is dangerous especially for elderly people, it is right that they stay at home in
isolation.

The adoption of a selective lockdown involving only the elderly population does not mean
segregating older people but allowing the productive system to continue its work activity.

I think it is wrong asking young people to sacrifice their social life staying at home when it
would be enough to isolate the elderly people.

pandemic that respectively younger (two items; r = .78, p < .001) and older (two items; r =.79, p <
.001) people self-isolate and not meet other people. Four items assessed the support for imposition
of age-based isolation, asking participants to what extent they support the imposition of measures
that prohibit meeting other people indoor as well as outdoor for both younger (two items; r = .61,
p <.001) and older (two items; r = .52, p < .001) people. A relative index was calculated for each of
the two measures by computing the difference between the index on measures on younger people
and the index on measures on older people. Higher values indicated more favorable attitudes
towards older (vs. younger) people isolation.

Support for selective lockdown on older population

In the last part of the questionnaire, four items were developed to capture participants’ support
for selective lockdown involving the older population only (See Table 2; Cronbach’s a = .83). The
index was calculated by averaging participants’ answers to each item.

ANALYSIS PLAN

In an exploratory manner, we ran t-tests on the study variables to test whether gender differ-
ences subsist or not. After that, to test our hypotheses we ran respectively correlations among
variable and mediational models. In particular, we ran a mediation analysis because it is a statisti-
cal method used to investigate the mechanism at work (i.e., the mediator variable that is the older
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TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Ageism 1.03 1.06 1
2. Older (vs. younger) 1.10 2.26 q1* 1

people’s culpability for
the severity of COVID-19
restriction measures
3. Importance of age-based 49 1.18 .07 22 1
self-isolation
4. Support for imposition of 13 1.36 .04 5% 53wk 1
age-based isolation
5. Support for selective 2.76 1.40 d1%* 5% 42xEk 43k
lockdown on older
population

Note: Higher values indicated more negative attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people for ageism, older (vs. younger) people’s
culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures, importance of age-based self-isolation, and support for imposition
of age-based isolation.

*p < .05; **p < .01; and ***p < .001.

(vs. younger) people’s culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures index) that
leads the independent variable (i.e., the ageism index) to affect each of our dependent variables
(i.e., attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people isolation and support for selective lockdown on
older population). The simple mediation model is composed by two consequent variables (the
mediator and the dependent variable) and two antecedent variables (the independent variable
and the mediator) that causally affect the dependent variable. In particular, the causal effect of
the independent variable on the dependent variable is called direct effect, while the causal effect
of the independent variable on the dependent variable through the mediator is called indirect
effect (Hayes, 2018).

RESULTS

Table 3 reports the descriptive statistics for the study variables and the bivariate correlations
between them.

At an exploratory level, we ran t-tests introducing participants’ gender as independent variable
and our crucial variables as dependent variables. The t-test conducted on the index of ageism on
the older (vs. younger) people’s culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures did
not reveal significant gender differences respectively, £(578) = -.60, p =.496 and #(578) = .80, p =
.422. Participants’ gender did not significantly impact both the indexes of importance of age-based
self-isolation, #(578) = .20, p = .578, and support for imposition of age-based isolation, #578) = -
.02, p = .981. Instead, the support for selective lockdown on older population changed according to
participants’ gender, #(578) = 2.01, p = .045, with male participants (M = 3.02, SD = 1.33) express-
ing more support for selective lockdown on the older population only than female participants
(M =2.71, SD = 1.41).

As far as correlations are concerned, as expected (H1), participants’ ageism proved to be posi-
tively related with older (vs. younger) people’s culpability for the severity of restriction measures.
Importantly for the aim of the present research, the analysis showed a significant positive corre-
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Older (vs. younger)

/V people’s culpability \
23%
[.05 to .40] [.07 t0.15] \

Importance of age-
_________________________________ P based self-isolation

C11EEE

Ageism

Direct effect: b = .05, SE = .04, t = 1.25, p = 210, 95% CI [-0.03 to 0.15]

Indirect effect: b= .02, SE = .01, 95% CI [0.00 to 0.05]

FIGURE 1 The effect of ageism on the importance of age-based self-isolation through the attribution of
culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures to older (vs. younger) people. Higher values indicate
more negative attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Older (vs. younger)

/V people’s culpability \
23*%
[.05 to .40] [.04 to .14] \

Support for
————————————————————————————————— »{ imposition of age-
based isolation

09K

Ageism

Direct effect: b = .03, SE = .05, 1= .60, p = .548, 95% CI [-0.07 to 0.14]

Indirect effect: b = .02, SE = .01, 95% CI [0.00 to 0.05]

FIGURE 2 The effect of ageism on the support for imposition of age-based isolation through the attribution
of culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures to older (vs. younger) people. Higher values
indicate more negative attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

lation between from one hand the culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures
and from the other hand the importance of age-based self-isolation, the support for imposition of
age-based isolation and the support for selective lockdown on older population (H2).

Therefore, to test our main hypothesis (H3), we computed a mediation model on each depen-
dent variable using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018; model 4, 1000 bootstrap resampling).
The models comprised the ageism as the independent variable, the culpability for the severity
of COVID-19 restriction measures as the mediator, and the two indexes of the attitudes towards
older (vs. younger) people isolation and the index of the support for selective lockdown on older
population as dependent variables (See Figures 1, 2, and 3). All the three models proved to be sig-
nificant. Ageism significantly predicted the older (vs. younger) people’s culpability for the severity
of COVID-19 restriction measures, b = .23, SE = .09, t = 2.57, p = .010, 95% CI [.05 -.40], in such a
way that higher ageism towards older (vs. younger) people led to consider the severity of COVID-19
restriction measures to be caused by older people’s fragility (vs. younger people’s reckless behav-
ior). This variable, in turn, significantly and positively impacted the three dependent variables. As
for the importance of age-based self-isolation, the effect of culpability for the severity of COVID-19
restriction measures was significant, b = .11, SE = .02, t = 5.15, p < .001, 95% CI [.07 -.15]. In par-
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Older (vs. younger)

/V people’s culpability \

23+ 08

[.05 to .40] [.03 to .13] \

Support for
selective lockdown

Ageism

Direct effect: b =.12, SE = .05, t =2.29, p = .023, 95% CI [0.02 to 0.23]

Indirect effect: b =.02, SE = .01, 95% CI [0.00 to 0.05]

FIGURE 3 The effect of ageism on the support for selective lockdown through the attribution of culpability
for the severity of COVID-19 restriction measures to older (vs. younger) people. Higher values indicate more
negative attitudes towards older (vs. younger) people. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

ticular, when higher culpability for the severity of the restriction measures was attributed to the
older people’s fragility (vs. younger people’s reckless behavior), people considered more impor-
tant that older (vs. younger) people self-isolate. As for the mediational model on the support for
imposition of age-based self-isolation, culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restriction mea-
sures significantly affected the dependent variable, in such a way that when higher culpability for
the severity of the COVID-19 restriction measures was attributed to the older people’s fragility (vs.
younger people’s reckless behavior), people expressed more support for imposition of isolation
to older (vs. younger) people, b = .09, SE = .02, t = 3.66, p < .001, 95% CI [.04 -.14]. As for the
third model, the effect of the mediator on the dependent variable was significant, indicating that
when higher culpability for the severity of the COVID-19 restriction measures was attributed to
the older people’s fragility (vs. younger people’s reckless behavior), people expressed more sup-
port for a selective lockdown targeted to the older population only, b = .08, SE = .03,t=3.31,p =
.001, 95% CI [.03 - .13]. While for all the three models the indirect effect emerged as significant,
the direct effect was non-significant for the models on respectively importance of aged-based self-
isolation (see Figure 1) and support for imposition of age-based isolation (see Figure 2), and it was
significant for the model on the support for selective lockdown involving the older population
only (see Figure 3).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The current COVID-19 pandemic has raised numerous challenges in almost all the domain of
our lives. At a societal level, COVID-19 pandemic has turned out to be a hotbed for prejudice
and discrimination towards older people (e.g., Silva et al., 2021). The concerns raised by such a
situation have driven academics to investigate different aspects of ageism towards older people
during pandemic (e.g., Fraser et al., 2020; Graf & Carney, 2021; Ng et al., 2021; Visintin, 2021).
Focusing mostly on intrapersonal (e.g., the effects of ageism on older adults’ health conditions
and self-esteem) and interpersonal (e.g., the use of baby talk in the interaction with older adults)
level of analysis (for reviews, see, Raina & Balodi, 2014, North & Fiske, 2012), the line of research on
ageism has left widely unexplored the intergroup level of ageism (for recent exceptions see, Kanik
et al., 2022; Sutter et al., 2022). With the purpose of starting to fill this gap, the aim of the present
research was to investigate the effects of younger people’s endorsement of ageism towards older
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people on the attitude towards the adoption of COVID-19 restriction measures and prescriptions
primarily targeted to older (vs. younger) population.

First, the exploration of gender differences on our key variables revealed a significant effect only
on the support for selective lockdown targeted to older population, with male participants sup-
porting more this measure than female participants. A first explanation for this result lies in the
Social Role Theory (Eagly, 1987) according to which women hold lower level of prejudice and more
favorable beliefs about older people due to the fact that women are stereotypically more emphatic
and oriented to the care and social others. Our result is also in line with research showing gender
differences in attitudes towards older people (Cherry et al., 2016; Rupp et al., 2005). Furthermore,
probably the effect emerged on this variable because it was the only one referring to older popula-
tion exclusively, without comparison with younger population. Thus, it might be possible that for
the other variables the saliency of the age-based social identity has made the boundaries between
gender groups and their stereotypes less accessible to respondents. It is, however, worth to note
that our sample was unbalanced according to participants’ gender, thus future research should
deepen this aspect with a properly balanced sample.

Albeit the correlations among our study variables were quite small, as expected our results
revealed positive and significant correlations between ageism and the culpability for the severity
of COVID-19 restriction measures and among this latter variable and the measures of attitudes
towards older (vs. younger) people isolation and support for selective lockdown on older popula-
tion. More importantly, the results confirmed our hypotheses according to which greater ageism
towards older (vs. younger) individuals would increase the perceived importance and the sup-
port towards age-based COVID-19 isolation measures involving older (vs. younger) populations
and selective lockdown because older (vs. younger) people are perceived as responsible for the
severity of the already adopted COVID-19 restriction measures. It is well-established that when
the resources are scarce, intergroup tensions might be particularly strong, strengthening preju-
dice and discrimination towards the outgroup(s) (e.g., Becker et al., 2011; Glick, 2002; Schlueter &
Davidov, 2013; Stephan & Stephan, 2017). Within this literature, the research by Becker et al. (2011)
is of particular relevance to our results. According to the authors in time of complex social crisis,
the unspecified sense of threat evoked by the situation is likely to exacerbate intergroup tension
if the social context provides stereotypes that facilitate the attribution of responsibility for what
is happening to certain well-identified and stigmatized groups. Accordingly, the authors demon-
strated that the 2008 financial crisis intensified prejudice only towards those groups considered as
responsible for the severity of the situation, such as immigrant and Jew population (Becker et al.,
2011). In a similar vein, COVID-19 pandemic as the most significant public health issues in the
last century has likely evoked an unspecified threat. To deal with such a complexity and uncer-
tainty, people might have made causal attributions about the responsibility of the severity of the
restrictions. Furthermore, the group-level attributions might have been facilitated by media and
public discourses, which, at the time of the research ideation and data collection, highly empha-
sized negative stereotypes about older population, such as their fragility and uselessness, leading
to consider the possible adoption of age-based restrictions (e.g., Ayalon, 2020; Fraser et al., 2020;
Ng et al., 2021). These representations might have made boundaries among age groups and social
identity particularly salient and, thus, might have facilitate the attribution of responsibility for
the situation to older population. The beliefs that the culpability for the severity of the COVID-19
restriction measures lies on older people, in turn, resulted in increased prejudice, in the form of
support age-based restrictions targeted to older population only. Our results are in line with the
research literature on the prescriptive approach to ageism too (North & Fiske, 2013). According to
this approach, the strongest intergenerational conflict is the one between younger and older peo-
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ple, because they are both lower status groups as compared to adult population (North & Fiske,
2013). In general, younger people tend to believe that their success and access to resources largely
depend upon older people’s behaviors and their withdrawal from resources access (North & Fiske,
2013). Therefore, younger people exhibit greater hostility towards older people who do not follow
prescriptions about how older people should be, especially in three main domains: Succession,
Identity, and Consumption (SIC; North & Fiske, 2013). Thus, according to prescriptive stereo-
types older people should have to step aside in order to not limit younger people’s opportunities
(Succession), should “act their age” avoiding cross the boundaries between age-groups to look
younger (Identity), and stopping being passive consumers of societal shared resources at younger
population disadvantages (Consumption). Albeit our research has not been conducted to test this
model, the results of our mediational models is consistent at least with the prescriptive dimen-
sions of Succession and Consumption. Indeed, the supportive attitudes towards social isolation of
older people might be seen as an expression that older individuals have to stepping aside to not
limit younger’s freedom during pandemic and have to stop consuming resources (such as health
system resources) by infecting themselves because they are frail and susceptible of severe form of
COVID-19.

Limits and future directions

There are also some limitations to the present study. On the methodological side, the two major
limitations pertain the low reliability of our ageism measure and our sample size. As for the sam-
ple size, despite we enrolled as much participants as possible, our study emerged to be slightly
underpowered. The quite low alphas of the ageism scales might have attenuated the observed
results. Future research, thus, should be conducted to replicate and extend our results considering
both a more reliable measure of ageism and a sample of adequate size.

On the results side, the mediational model conducted with support for selective lockdown
involving the older population only as dependent variable emerged to be a partial mediation,
with both direct and indirect effects emerged to be significant. This result might be due to the
different level to which the variables considered in the model was referring to. Specifically, while
ageism and culpability for the severity of COVID-19 restrictions were computed comparing atti-
tudes towards younger and older people, the support for selective lockdown was assessed referring
to older population exclusively. Thus, the partial mediation effect might be due to the fact that the
dependent variable did not compare attitudes towards selective lockdown towards older versus
younger population. We assessed the support for selective lockdown on older population because
it was a discussed theme within the public debate about alternatives to avoid a lockdown to the
entire population at the moment of research ideation and data collection. However, this aspect
constitutes a significant limit of our research that future study should overcome. Additionally,
the partial mediation might indicate that there are other variables, that we did not consider, able
to mediate the relationship between ageism and the dependent variable. However, given that this
mediational model emerged to be slightly underpowered, our interpretation should be considered
cautiously posing the need to run more studies to better disambiguate the direct and indirect rela-
tionship between ageism and supportive attitude towards selective lockdown on older population,
relying on adequate sample and exploring for the sequential mediation of other variables.

At the light of the general paucity of research on ageism during pandemic at an intergroup
level, we focused our attention on the attitudes of younger people towards older people in gen-
eral. However, an additional aspect that merits greater attention is the effects of intersection of
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different socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, ethnicity, income, and disabilities; e.g.,
Rueda, 2021). Indeed, while it is widely demonstrated how each form of discrimination can impair
individuals’ psychophysical health and that multiple stigmatized group memberships could result
in health care injustice (e.g., Chrisler et al., 2016; Nash et al., 2020; Rueda, 2021), the consequences
of intersectional prejudice and discrimination based on social identities other than age still remain
an under-studied topic. From the scant literature about intersectionality, it emerged that COVID-
19 has amplified existing inequalities and discrimination, impacting differently on individuals
according to their belonging to multiple social groups (Cox, 2020; Gutterman, 2021; Maestripieri,
2021). For instance, the likelihood of getting infected and of other health-related risks is increased
when age intersect with ethnicity and income. Indeed, older African American individuals as well
as older individuals with lower income were more susceptible to infection and to be discriminated
by the health care system (Cox, 2020; Gutterman, 2021).

Thus, stemming from our result, future studies should be conducted to investigate whether
ageism and other forms of prejudice jointly affect group-level attribution of culpability and
support for social exclusion practices such as selective lockdown.

We focused our attention on the ageism towards older people. However, literature clearly
demonstrated that they are not the only age group vulnerable to ageism. Indeed, younger pop-
ulation are susceptible of prejudice and discrimination based on age too, with this form of ageism
potentially contributing to intergenerational tension and conflict (Swift & Chasteen, 2021). For
instance, adult and older individuals might attribute the culpability for the severity of the COVID-
19 restriction measures to younger individuals because of their reckless behaviors during the
summer holiday. Thus, to build a more holistic approach to the investigation to ageism during and
beyond the pandemic, future studies should investigate the ageism towards younger population
at an intergroup level.

Practical implications

Although more research is needed on the topic, our results hold important academic and practi-
cal implications. From an academic perspective, our research extends previous research literature
on ageism towards older people providing first evidence on its effects during pandemic at an
intergroup level. In particular, our results revealed that younger people’s endorsement of ageism
towards older (vs. younger) people is associated with group level attribution, with older people
being considered responsible for the severity of the COVID-19 restriction measures imposed to
the general population due to their fragility. Such an attribution, in turn, is in relationship with
discrimination and social exclusion in the form of isolation measures targeted primarily to older
population. Our results also contribute to extend the knowledge of intergenerational relation-
ship over and beyond the pandemic. Alongside explanation of ageism as the result of specific
threats, our findings indicate that intergenerational tension might take the shape of attribu-
tion of culpability, which can be among the possible mechanisms that legitimize prejudice and
discrimination.

Practically speaking, our results provided useful insights for both social policies and public dis-
courses. Research literature demonstrated older people’s psychophysical wellbeing is impaired by
experiencing both ageism and prolonged social isolation (e.g., Cohn-Schwartz et al., 2022; Plagg
et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2021) and that ageism towards older people affects people adherence to
COVID-19 preventive measures (e.g., Graf & Carney, 2021; Visintin, 2021). Our results show that
an intergroup level ageism towards older people is indirectly associated with the support for age-
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based isolation and suggest that, the growing ageism and is associated with division between
generations, resentment, and blame attribution to older people. Thus, social policies and various
stakeholders should focus their efforts in contrasting ageism as to contain age-based discrimina-
tion. In this regard, it is first important that social policies, media, and politics become aware of
the negative potential of stereotyped discourses about aging and age groups and, thus, develop a
code of conduct to avoid reinforcing prejudice.

In this regard, there are several examples of codes of conduct promoting positive social change.
In 2015, in the Italian context, for instance, the municipality of Pordenone developed a code of
conduct to challenge gender stereotypes in media representations. The document was signed by
numerous social actors (e.g., institutions, municipalities, and associations) and the number of
signatories is still growing (Comune di Pordenone, 2015). Furthermore, it stimulated projects and
interventions, and it was cited by the 2019 report of the GREVIO (i.e., an independent expert body
on gender violence of the Council of Europe) as an example of good social practice to contrast
prejudice.

Then, these social actors (e.g., institutions, municipalities, associations, and journalists) should
in turn address their efforts to reduce ageism during and beyond the pandemic to ameliorate inter-
group relationship and psychophysical health of the general population. One possible strategy
might be to avoid stereotyped representations of older population as a homogeneous group com-
posed by frail and impaired individuals recognizing the heterogeneity and diversity of older adults
(e.g., Ayalon & Okun, 2022). Instead, representations of older adults should emphasize how they
contribute in helping society during pandemic (e.g., retired people who came back to work) and, in
general, how important their roles are socially, culturally and economically (for recent research on
representation of older adults as contributors during COVID-19 pandemic see, Lytle & Levy, 2022).
It should be equally important to avoid relying on age as the unique and most important factor
in predicting COVID-19 susceptibility, allocation of medical treatments and, for the implemen-
tation of COVID-19 measures. Indeed, public policies should develop criterion and parameters
more robust and less discriminant than age (Cesari & Proietti, 2020). Another strategy is to
promote solidarity among different generations. In this regard, research has provided abundant
evidence that interventions based on education as well as contact between different age groups
are effective in reducing ageist attitudes and behaviors (Burnes et al., 2019; Drury et al., 2022). In
this regard, it should be also important to emphasize in media and public discourses the social
value of the numerous episodes of intergenerational solidarity emerged during the pandemic,
with younger people helping older ones in doing the grocery shopping and maintaining social
connections with others (Ayalon et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2021). Additionally, policy makers should
collaborate with communities as to develop public policies for the “reconstruction” after the
COVID-19 pandemic that recognize the importance of older segment of society and assign them
new and helpful roles in the process of reconstruction (Petretto & Pili, 2020).

Thus, it emerged of primary relevance to avoid that physical distancing become emotional dis-
tancing, to promote the norms of solidarity and cooperation, and to encourage the consideration
of people as human beings regardless of their age.
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