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ABSTRACT

This study examined stereotype traits of older adults elicited from 40 young
(M age = 19.6), 40 middle-aged (M = 36.8), and 40 older Chinese adults
(M =64.7). Trait lists were compared across age groups and to traits reported
by U.S. and Chinese New Zcaland participants in carlier research (Hummert,
Garstka, Shaner, & Strahm, 1994; Ng, Liu, Loong, & Wenatherall, 1999).
Results indicated considerable overlap between stercotype traits of these
Chinese participants and those from the earlier studies with Western partici-
pants, but also revealed 22 stereotype traits umque to Chinese culture. Par-
ticipants of all ages reported more positive age traits than negative ones, with
young particjpants reporting the highest number of positive traits. Comsistent
with Ng et al. (1999), the latter result suggests that views of aging are more
positive in Chinese than in Westemn :ulmm Discussion focuses on age
in the context of Chi
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From a social cogniti' are person jon schemas,
which reflect shared cullunl b:hefs and ammdas, personality traits, or behaviors
of a group of people (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981; Hamilton & Trolier, 1986;
Hummart, 1999; Hummert, Shlner, & Garstka, 1995) Thus perspective views
stmrypc: as part of the or ledge base guiding

iduals’ social j and b iors, rather than as innately negative. The
majority of the research on age stereotypes has emphasized those held in the
United States and other Western cultures (Brewer, Dull, & Lui, 1981; Brewer &
Lui, 1984; Heckhausen, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989; Hummert, Garstka, Shaner, &
Strahm, 1994; Schmidt & Boland, 1986). However, because stereotype schemas
reflect cultural beliefs, these studies may not adequately represent the age stereo-
types of those in other cultures (Ng et al., 1999). For example, Ng et al. (1999)
found that the age stereotypes of New Zealanders of Chinese descent included
categorics (e.g., Old Timer, Honourable Elder) related to the emphasis on Xiao
or filial piety in the Chinese culture. Similar categories were not found in the
Western studies.

This study extends the research on age stereotypes to consider the views of
young, middle-aged, and older persons in the People’s Republic of China (PRC).
‘We begin with an overview of prior research on age stereotype traits in the West,
and then outline how the cultural values in the PRC may be reflected in the age
stereotype traits reported by Chinese participants.

AGE STEREOTYPE TRAITS IN WESTERN RESEARCH

In the last 20 years, the demographic increase of the older population and
bumanistic concerns for the physical and psychological well-being of older
adults have motivated research on age stereotypes. Age stereotypes have become
an important research topic not only because stercotypes are pervasive but
also because they i attitudes, ication beliefs, and behaviors
(Hummertt, 1999). For example, research has demonstrated that negative stereo-
types of older adults (and sometimes even positive ones) can induce age discrim-
ination and prompt patronizing communication with older adults (Harwood &
Williams, 1996; Hummert et al., 1994; Humumert, Shaner, Garstka, & Henry,
1998). Such behaviors may begin a negative feedback cycle for older persons,
which, in the long run, may induce lower self- eslaem, emotional decline, and
health probl (Ryan, Giles, lucci, & d, 1986).

Age stercotypes can be considered in terms of their valence (i.e., positive or
pegative) and their content (i.c., the specific cognitive, physical, and personality
traits attributed to a group of people) (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981; Hamilton &
Trolier, 1986). Considerable research in the West indicates that aging is viewed
as being negative in physncll socul and psychological ways. Smd\cs show that
older people are percei fragile, p less socially
skillful, overly self-di ive, and dominati g., Kite, Deaux, & Miele, 1991;




STEREOTYPE TRAITS OF CHINESE OLDER ADULTS / 121

Kite & Johnson, 1988; Palmore, 1999). These negative perceptions of aging
have been verified in several age stereotype studies (e.g., Brewer, Dull, & Lui,
1981; Brewer & Lui, 1984; Hummert et al., 1994; Schmidt & Boland, 1986) In
addition, the stereotype studies have that positive of
aging co-exist with the negative ones, so that individuals hold multiple age
stereotypes varying in content and valence. Peopleof different ages largely agree
on the traits associated with age stereotypes, though older persons make finer
discciminations regarding the onset of age-related changes in traits and group
the traits into more subcategories (i.c., have more age stereotypes) than do younger
persons (Brewer & Lui, 1984; Heckhausen, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989; Hummert
etal., 1994).

For example, Hummert et al. (1994) asked 40 young, 40 middle-aged, and 40
older participants (predominantly white) to generate traits associated with older
adults. The trait lists produced by the three groups were positively correlated
(correlation ranged from .44 between the young and the older adult lists, to .64
between the middle-aged and older adult lists, to .72 between the young and
the middle-aged lists) showing that participants of all ages shared similar concep-
tions of age traits. The individual lists were colllwd. blsed upon frequency
of mentions, to a set of 97 lity and cognif istics of older
adults, roughly balf of which were positive. The frequently reported positive
traits included active, happy, socisble, fun-loving, healthy, skilled; loving kind,
generous, understanding, supportive, family-oriented; patriotic, old-fashioned,
mellow, conservative. The frequently mentioned negafive traits included
stubbom, bitter, complaining, ill-tempered; quiet, timid, sedentary; inarticulate,
forgetful, incompetent, sick, senile, rambling.

These trait groupings were verified in a subsequent trait-sorting task involv-
ing additional young, middlc-aged, and older participants. The results indicated
that there were seven consensual stercotypes of aging across the three age
groups, three of which were positive in valence (j.c., Golden Ager, John Wayne
Conservative, and Perfect Grandparent), and four of which were negative (i.c.,
Shrew/C d Recluse, Despond: and Severely Impaired). However,
the results also verified that the older participants had more complex stercotype
sets than the younger participants: The middle-aged had additional stereotypes
(both positive ud negative) thnl were not shared with the young participants, and
the older participants had pes (also both positive and negative)
that were nol shared with either the young or middle-aged groups.

CHINESE CULTURAL VALUES AND
AGE STEREOTYPE TRAITS
Thephilosophical tradition of Xiao or filial piety is the primary Chinese cultural
value with implications for age stereotypes. This value would suggest that these in
Eastern cultures may view aging more positively than would those from Western
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cultures, emphasizing the wisdom and knowledge that come with age. Some
research has supported this view (Levy & Langer, 1994; Nagasawa, 1980; Sher,
1984). For instance, Levy and Langer asked Chincse (PRC) and American par-
ticipants to generate five traits that they associated with older adults. The Chinese
participants generated more positive terms than did the Americans, suggesting
a more positive view of aging in the PRC than in the United States. On the other
hand, several recent studies (Giles, Harwood, Pierson, Clément, & Fox, 1998;
Harwood, Giles, Clément, Pierson, & Fox, 1994; Harwood et al., 1996, 2001)
in Pacific Rim countries have found that young people in Asian nations (e.g.,
Korea, Philippines, Taiwan, Hong Kong) rated older adults more negatively than
did those in Wesurn nations (e.| 8 Can-d-. United States, Canada, New Zealand,
A lia). In the p from Eastern cultures saw older adults
as less active, strong, generous, and wise than did the young participants from
the Western nations.

Methodological differences between the Levy and Langer (1994) and Pacific
Rim studies (Giles et al., 1998; Harwood et al, 1994, 1996, 2001) may account for
these conflicting parterus of results. That is, by restricting the number of traits to
five, Levy and Langer may not have fully tapped the scope of participants’ scts of
age stereotype traits: although more positive traits were listed by the Chinese
participants, they may also have many of the same negative age perceptions as the
American participants. The Pacific Rim studies, on the other hand were limited by
their use of Western-generated trait rating scales, which may not have adequately
represented the range of age-related traits in the Eastern cultures (Harwood et al,,
2001; Ng et al,, 1999; Zhang & Hummert, 2001). In addition, the valence of
specific traits might vary cross-culturally. As a result, the conflicting results may
illustrate that, like participants in Western nations, those in Eastern nations
have both positive and negative age stereotypes.

Two recent studies support this one i ing New d
of both Chinese ancestry and European descent (Liu, Ng, Loong, & Weatherall,
2001; Ng et al, 1999) and the other involving partcipants from the PRC (Zhang
& Humment, 2001). In order to generate a set of age traits that is culturally
grounded, Ng et al. and Liu et al. used procedures similar to Hummert et al.
(1994). They interviewed and asked 24 Chinese (12 young: 6 males and 6 females;
12 middle aged: 6 young and 6 middle aged) and 24 European (12 young: 6 males
and 6 females; 12 middle aged: 6 young and 6 middle aged) New Zealanders
to describe either older Chinese or older Europeans. They found 94 age traits
(some were positive and some were negative) that young and middle-aged
participants (both Chinese and Europeans) associated with older New Zealanders.
The majority age traits in this list duplicate those reported by Hummert et al.
(1994). This finding is not surprising, because they included European par-
ticipants in the sample and their goal was to generate traits descriptive of New
Zealanders of both Chinese and European descent. However, some traits appear
to be more related to the characteristics or values of Chinese older adults and
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may have been generated by the Chinese participants. These include the traits
superstitious, favor of having boys, poor in English, and hardworking. In addi-
tion, although subgroups of these traits describe stereotypes equivalent to those
reported by Hummert et al. (c.g., Shrew/Curmudgeon, Golden Ager), others
(c.g, Old Timer, Honorable Elder) seemed to reflect the Chinese cultural
emphasis on filial piety.

Additional evideoce that Chinese individuals have conceptions of aging that
different from those in the West comes from an interview study involving young
and old Chinese adults in the PRC (Zbang & Humm:ﬂ 2001) In response to

i about interg: from both
age groups ly offered flecting positive and negative
age traits, even though age stereotypes were not the focus of the interview.
Positive age traits emphasized by the interviewees included experienced and
caring, while negative traits were superstitious, conservative, old-fashioned, com-
plnlmng mmfenng. and snabborn These comments were often tied to examples

of i g filial igation and respect

for elders.

In sum, these studies (Liu et al., 2001; Ng et al., 1999) suggested that the
emphasis on filial piety in Chinese culture influenced images of older adults, but
that this did not mean that those images were entirely positive. At the same time,
the studies fail to provide a hensive picture of perceptions of age-related
traits in Chinese culture. The Ng et al. (1999) and Liu et al. (2001) research was
conducted on members of the Chinese community within New Zealand, who
were variously identified with their ethnic culture and the Euro-New Zealand
culture. In addition, that research did mot include older adults. The Zhang
and Hummert (2001) study, though conducted in the PRC, did not directly
assess perceptions of age stereotype traits, nor did it involve middle-aged
participants.

The current study extends prior research on age stereotype traits within the
Chinese culture by 1) soliciting perceptions of young, middle-aged, and older
individuals in the People’s Republic of China, and 2) using an open-cuded trait
generation task (Hummert et al., 1994; Ng etal., 1999) to cnsure a comprehensive
picture of age-rclated trait associations. It is hoped that results from this study
will provide baseline dau {or further culture speclﬁc and cross-cultural research
on social lhe Chinese

The st ddressed the research

RQ 1: What traits do Chinese young, middle-aged, and older adults associate
with older people?
la: What are the proportions of positive and negative traits?
1b: What are the similarities and differences across age groups?

RQ 2: How do these traits compare to the 97 traits generated by U.S. partici-
pants in Hummert ct al. (1994)?
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METHOD

Participants

Forty young (M age = 19.63; Age range: 17-23), 40 middle-aged (M = 36.8;
Age range: 32-48), and 40 older Chinese adults (M = 64.7, Age range: 58-86)
participated in this study in the summer of 1999 in the PRC. There were 20
males and 20 females in each age group. The younger participants were student
volunteers from a small Chinese vocational college. The college is located in a
small coastal city in Northern China, and younger participants were either residing
in the city or from the local rural areas. The middle-aged and older participants
were recruited from a local community. They were residing in a medium-sized city
or a small town in northen China. Years of education did not differ among the
young (M = 12.15; SD = 1.44), the middle-aged (M = 12.89; SD = 2.01), and the
older (M = 12.60; SD = 4.30) adults, F(2, 117) .65, p = 52.

Data Collection

dures of Hy et al. (1994) and Schmidt and Boland
(1986), p: ammpmvs were first asked to think about bow they would describe the
typical Chinese older adult based on their personal opinions. They were then asked
to write down these traits using short phrases or single words. Participants were
informed that they could include all descriptors that they associated with older
adults dless whether these descry were positive or negative or whether
y believed the i were true. Partici were also told

that dme was rm limit on the number of descriptors that they could list.

T and Coding Pr

There were three major phases involved in coding the participants’ responses
fior the analysis: 1) computing the total number of descriptors listed by each
participant, 2) translating the Chinese descriptors into English, and 3) coding the
English versions of traits as either synonyms of one of the 97 traits in Hummert
etal. (1994) or a new trait and positive versus negative traits.

Computing the Tiotal Number of Traits for Each Participant

The first step in this phase involved reading the descriptors and eliminating any
that did not refer to traits of older adults (e.g., “the new society is prosperous,”
“young people should respect older adults”). Two Chinese coders completed
this task independently on the total sample, coding each descriptor as a trait or
non-trait. Reliability was assessed fior each age group by percentage agreement
(young= 96, middle-aged = .99, and elderly = .97) and by Scott’s pi (Holsti, 1969)
(young = .92, middle-aged = .98, and elderly = .94).
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Afer eliminating neo- mtdwwmuthcmﬂ]numbuafdsmpmnrepmad
byeach was comp inthe onguu.l Chi data. Whenap p
listed several descriptors that were similar in meaning, those descripmn were
grouped and counted as onetrait. For example, if a participant listed “like fishing,”
“like swimming,” ‘like exercising,” and ‘like to play TaiQj,” these were counted
once as the trait “active.” Decisions were made based on the consensus between
the two Chinese coders.

Translating the Chinase Descriptors into English

Aﬁa computing the total descriptors reported by cach participant, the Chinese
ip were slated into English. T jon from Chinese to English
requires a true unds ding of the Chinese iptors and correct English word
choice to represent the original meaning. To ensure the validity of the transl ated
dmnpmn the translation process involved four specific steps. First, the Chinese
pors were ined in terms of ics by the author and the two
Chin ese coders currently s tudying in the United States. Second, the first author
described the meaning of each Chinese descripwor in English to the two other
American authors. From that, an English word was identified collectively that
represented the original meaning. There were occasions where the corresponding
English word to represent the whole meaning of a Chinese descriptor could not
be found. In such situations, the ized Chinese or PinYin (c.g,
Laodao) were used as the label. Third, the English version of the descriptors
was then read and interpreted by an indepcndent coder with kmow ledge of both
English and Chinese to make sure the original meaning was not distorted in
translation. Fourth, samples of the English descriptors (ic., eight from each age
group) were back translated to Chinese to ensure the accuracy of the translation.
Both the Chinese and ican coders di ies in meaning or
word choice until consensus was reached.

Coding the English Versions of Traits

As the first step, physical traits were remov edfrom the English versio ns of traits
before any further analysis was done in order to make the current data comparable
with Hummert et al. (1994). Physical traits refer to the descriptors describing older
adults’ physical characteristics, for example, hair color, facial characteristics, and
body features. Specifically, thes traits induded white/gray haired, bent back,
wrinkled face, bad hearing or eye sight, bad teeth, bald bead, shor, i
hands or legs. A Chinese coder and an American coder worked togetber on this
task and achieved 100% agreement on the set of physical descriptors.

Second, the English versions of the remaining descriptors were coded as
synonyms of traits or new traits by comparing them to the list of traits generated
by young, middle-aged, and older participants in Hummert et al. (1994). The
same coders completed the above coding and reliability was computed by having



126 / ZHANG. HUMMERT AND GARSTKA

both coders code 20% of the trait lists from each group. Reliability was assessed
for each age group by percentage agreement (young = .92, middle-aged = 97, and
elderly=93) and by Scott’s pi (Holsti, 1969) (young = .88, middle-aged = .95, and
elderly = .90). Third, the English versions of the descriptors were also coded
as positive or negative. Reliability was also computed by percent agreement
(young=.96, middle-aged= 99, and elderly = .97) and by Scott’s pi (young= .92,
middle-aged = 98, and elderly = .94).

RESULTS

Number of Traits and Tral Valence

A 2 (valence) x 3 (age group) analysis of variance with repeated measures was
conducted to cxamine whether each age group generated an equal number of
positive and negative traits. Results indicated a significant age group main effect
(F(2, 119) = 43.705, p < .001), a signifiicant valence main effiect (F(1, 117) =
31.93, p < .001), and a significant interaction effect between age group and trait
valence (F(2, 117) = 3.85, p < .05). Tukey’s post hoc analyses of the age group
main effect indicated that young participants listed the most traits (M = 22.28,
SD = 6.66), followed by older adults (M = 13.50, SD = 6.77), and middle-aged
adults (M =10.33, SD = 3.89). Analysis of the valence main effect revealed that
participants in all three age groups generated significantly more positive traits
(M =898, SD = 5.33) than negative traits (M = 6.39, SD = 3.86), F(l, 117) =
31.92,p<.001.1 led that y dults notonly
significantly more traits overall than those in the other two age groups, xhey
also listed proportionately more positive than negative traits than did middle-aged
and older participants (see Figure 1).

Comparison to Western Tralts

Overal), there wmamhl of 125 different descriptors generated by the threc age
groups. As d previ ,,l.h:se i were coded as either synonyms
of the traits d by the p in ctal. (1994) or as new traits,

Results indicated that 86 (43 posmve traits and 43 negative traits) of the 97 traits
from Hummert et al. (1994) were listed by at least one Chinese participant.
However, only 66 (32 positive traits and 34 negative traits; see Table 1) of these
traits were reported with significant frequency (p < .003, Binomial distribution;
Kenney, 1987) to be considered traits of shared ster eotypes.' The eleven Hummert

" Based oo Keuncy's Binomial distnbution formula (1987, p. 154), the probability of baving the
same single descriplor from the pool of 125 listed by five participants out of 120 is .003. This
conservative standard (listingbry 5 or more participaats) was applied to identify stereotypical Westem
(Huramert et a1, 1994) and new Chisaxe traits in this study.
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YoungAdults Middle-Aged Adults Older Adults

Figure 1. Mean number of positive and negative traits by age group.

ctal. age traits that were not listed by any of the participants included: intelligent,
sexual, greedy, and tired (see Table 2).

Amo ng the 66 fr ly listed traits that ded to thos ¢ from Hummert
et al. (1994), seven positive traits and two negative traits w ere listed by 25%
or more of the participants in all three age groups and these traits included
family-oriented, frugal, loving, hakh-conscnus kind, socnble supportive, sr.k,
and slow-moving. In addition, fashioned, afraid, ill
and worried were lised by 20% or more of the partici pants in all threeage groups.
There were two traits (i ¢., political and stubborn) that were listed by a relatively
high percentage of young and middle-aged partici pants (i.e., 15% or more), but not
by the old participants. In addition, there were four positive traits (i¢., patriotic,
independent, skiled) and four negative traits (ie., nosy, frustrated, hopeless,
snobbish) that were listed by the young and old particpaats, but not by the
middle-aged partici pants.

New Chinese Age Traits

Thirty- nine (39) ne w age traits were listed by at least onc Chinese particip ant. In
order to decide whether to keep or drop these descriptors the same frequency
standard was used as for the Hummert et al. (1994) traits. That is, any new
descriptors that were reported by at least five people across the three age groups
were included and any descripwors with fewer than five mentions were dropped.



Table 1. Westem Age Tralts (Hummert et al., 1894) Reported
Frequently* by Chinese Participants

Age group
Middle-

Young aged Older

Positively Valenced Traits
English Chinese

Famity-Oriented BRER PO 575 575 50.0
Frugal $iem 75 7.5 425
Loving - 7.5 475 250
Health-conscious sy @iy 65.0 2715 525
Funoving ERETERBY 700 75 425
Active N 675 100 ars
Kind BOR® 60.0 325 200
Sociable P 600 275 250
Supportive SFRIAR 50.0 300 300
Reminiscent EREETEN 55.0 20.0 275
Happy ) 250 100 25.0
Quiet* =W 275 75 250
Generous 12910 325 150 10.0
Welkinformed EREEH 30.0 75 200
Mellow wRARY 275 100 175
Understanding BRARN 275 10.0 175
Political ARBAN 250 15.0 75
Nostalgic ERFEN 100 100 225

Healthy BuREY 30.0 25 75
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Table 1. (Cont'd)

Pasitively Valenced Traits

English Chinese
Capable weHN
Patriotic BEN
Determined LEA )]
Wise ANBY
Future-Oriented HEREMIBRN
Independent wys
Knowledgeable AREXN
Productive NEEL
Self-accepting BLEES
Tough ENTRY
Liveral BT RO
Skilled AEARS
Well-raveled RIGREER

Negatively Valenced Traits

English

Sick
Otd-fashioned
Slow-moving
Afraid
Hi-tempered
Worried
Conservative*
Complaining

Chinese

SFERR
31
HREn
188
Moy
EEROE
RTFH
WRIBLEN

Young

10.0
17.5
50
150
175
125
15.0
7.5
5.0
75
75
125
10.0

§5.0
50.0
35.0
250
30.0
30.0
350
225

Middle-
aped

175
0.0
50
75
25
0.0
50
0.0
25
25
5.0
0.0
5.0

25.0
25.0
30.0
200
25
250
15.0
125

Age group

Oider

5.0
10.0
15.0

25

25

25
10.0
10.0

76

25

25

0.0

30.0
200
15.0
325
25.0
225
15.0
5.0



130 / ZHANG, HUMMERT AND GARSTKA

Table 1. (Cont'd)

Age growp
Middle-

Young aged Older

Negatively Valenced Traits
English Chinese

Lonely e 200 200 125
Stubbom HEN 300 175 5.0
Sedentary FREZHN 225 10.0 125
Demanding BRRRREN 25 25 175
Forgetful BEEN 75 25 325
Emotional BRARY 175 100 125
Inflexible FRAD 200 25 100
Feeble 2a8n 125 100 5.0
Prejudiced ARRN 200 0.0 75
Slow-thinking 2eRen 75 100 10.0
Sad 25NN 100 25 125
Bitter KRB 7.5 75 75
Incompetent EHBY 7.5 25 125
Nosy IR 100 00 125
Dependent HMMAL 75 25 10.0
Naive x4 100 5.0 50
Selfish o) 25 75 10.0
Frustrated BRUBH 75 0.0 10.0
Hopeless *ERDAN 75 0.0 10.0
Jeatlous BN 10.0 25 5.0
Miserly (] 15.0 0.0 0.0
Poor X1 0.0 75 25
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Table 1. (Contd)
Age group
Middie-
Young aged Oider
Nagatively Vialenced Traits
English Chinese
Rambling WETERY 50 50 50
Snobbish LY T 7.5 0.0 75
Bored PrE T IR 1) 25 25 75
Depressed WA 75 25 25

-

qu fveor the three
age groups lD < .003, Binomial distribution; Kenney, 1887).
$Quiet was Wymmn\ym p-n!wu\s lnvaml!‘ll (1994).
alenced by A al. (1994).
Note: Chiness: young N = 40; middie-aged N = 40; eldery N = 40.

This procedure resulted in a total of 22 new age traits (15 positive traits and
7 negative traits) that were reported with si by the partici
(see Table 3).

Laodao was the most frequently listed trait in the current study. It was listed by
45% or more of the participants in each age group. Two positive traits (i.c.,
experienced and young at-heart) and one negative trait (i.c., meddlesome) were
listed by 20% or more of the participants in all three age groups. Three traits
(tidy, face-conscious, and superstitious) appeared more often in the lists of young
than older participants. Those traits were listed by 25% or more of the young
participants, but by 5% or less ofthe older pasticipants.

Correlation between Age Group Trait Lists

To examine the relationships among the trait lists generated by the young,
middle-aged, and older participants, each trait was treated as a case (N = 125) and
the age group frequencies for each trait were treated as its variables. Correlations
among these variables revealed that, despite diffierences across the age groups in
the number and frequency of traits listed, their trait lists were significantly
correlated (all p's < .01): young and middle-aged lists, 7 = .81, young and older
lists, 7 = 80; middle-aged and older lists, 7 = .64.



132 | ZHANG, HUMMERT AND GARSTKA

Table 2. Westem Age Tralts (Hummert el al., 1984) Reported
Infrequently” or Not At All by Chinese Participants

Age group
Middle-
Young aged Older

Positively Valenced Traits

English Chinese

Alert nen 5.0 0.0 5.0
Curious AN 100 0.0 0.0
Lively AEAN 25 5.0 0.0
Retired BKERN 25 0.0 5.0
Witty nEw 75 00 0.0
Courageous HEA® 25 0.0 25
Religious Py 0.0 25 25
Interesting L1 ] 25 00 00
Proud AEN 25 0.0 0.0
Wary BRNDH 25 0.0 0.0
Wealthy A 0.0 25 0.0
Adveniurous EXRRY 0.0 0.0 0.0
Grateful EBERH 0.0 0.0 0.0
Inteltigent (LT 0.0 0.0 00
Sexual T 1) 0.0 0.0 0.0
Successtul R 0.0 0.0 00
Trustworthy EREEN 0.0 0.0 00
Volunteer EENAREN 0.0 0.0 00
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Table 2. (Cont'd)

Age group
Middie-
Young aged Older
Negatively Valenced Traits
English Chinese
Fragile BEH 0.0 25 50
Humorless EMNEN 5.0 0.0 0.0
Inarticuiate WOLTNG 0.0 25 25
Incoherent BEARN 0.0 00 5.0
Senile NRY 0.0 00 50
Timid e 00 25 25
Emotionless FRBEIMEN 25 0.0 0.0
Neglected P EE 0.0 0.0 25
Sexless HARS 0.0 0.0 25
Greedy ARE 0.0 00 0.0
Hypochondriac g #EN 0.0 0.0 0.0
Tired ) 0.0 0.0 0.0
Victimized BREENR 0.0 0.0 0.0

"infrequently means that Westem age traits reported By four or fewer people across the
three age groups (p > .01, Binomial distribution; Kenney, 1987).
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Table 3. New Chinese Traits Reported Frequently"

Age group
Middle-
Young Oider
Positive Traits
English Chinese
Experienced  @@EE® 625 325 200
Youngat- EHRON 375 225 225
heart
Hard-working T ¢sts 1y 475 10.0 15.0
Content SIREN 175 100 125
Prudent AAB 7.5 15.0 125
Tidy WETAR 275 25 00
Honest BN 10.0 25 15.0
Noncompetiive FESARSH 7.5 5.0 15.0
Principled AERIN 125 0.0 15.0
Responsible ARELNH 5.0 15.0 75
Polite AALAK 5.0 75 125
Face- SWMFN 200 0.0 0.0
conscious
Friendly T 5.0 5.0 75
Sacrificing BARBEARN 5.0 5.0 5.0
Confident RAB/LH 25 5.0 5.0
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Table3. (Cont'd))

Age group
Middle-
Young aged Older

Negative-Traits
English Chinese
Laodao BERRTN 825 60.0 450
Meddlesome  HEREN 50.0 25 200
Superstiious ety 325 0.0 50
Gossipy BREAN 225 25 10.0
Boastiul SFRAH 125 100 10.0
Male- AIBE2IN 25.0 5.0 25
favoritsm
Careless HOW 0.0 25 10.0

*Frequently means that Westem age traits reported by five or more people across the
theee age groups (p > .003. Binomial distribution; Kenney, 1887).

DISCUSSION

The results of this study indicate that some traits are universally associated
with old age in the Chinese and Western cultures, but that others rel]m vxew:
of aging distinct to each culture. ining these simil
and differences (cultural grounding) provides insight into the r.ms cuhurll
applicability of current research on age stereotypes.

Universal Traits of Age Stereotypes

Although 89% (86) of the age traits from the U.S. participants in Hummen etal.
(1994) were listed by at least one participant in this study, only 68% (66) were
listed by a sufficient number of participants to indicate that they are associated
with age stereotypes within the Chinese culture. In this group, the most frequently
reportedpositive traits included: family-oriented, frugal, loving, health-conscious,
fun-loving, active. kind. sociable, and supportive. These traits are similar to the



traits of the Perfect Grandparent and Golden A ger stereotypes of U.S. adults
(Hummert et al, 1994) and the N urturing Grandparent and Golden A ger stereo-
types of Chinese New Zealanders (Liu et al,, 2001; Ng e al., 1999). These traits
also reflect the positive behavioral descriptions (e.g., caring and helping) of
Chinese older adults rported by Chinese participants in Zbang and Hummert
(200 1). The most ﬁequcndy reported negative traits included: sick, old-fashioned,

8. afraid, wpered, worried, laining, lonely, stubborn,
sedentary, d ding. These traits ;pond to the traits of the Despondent and
Shrew/Curmudgeon stercotypes listed by the U S udulu (Hummext et al., 1994)
and the Shrew/C and ( Yp ofChinese
New Zealanders (Liu et al., 2001; Ng et al., 1999).

Trahs Unique to Westem Age Stereotypes

Eighteen positive and 13 negative traits from Hummert et al. (1994) were
in frequently reported by the Chinese participants in this study, suggesting thatare
unique to Western nge stereotypes. The posmve traits in this category mcluded
volunteer, ¢ ful, sexual, intelligent, adventurous, wealthy, and
retired. These traits may not reflect the reality of Chinese older adults (e.g.,
wmllhy retired, adventurous) or may not be appropriate in content (¢.g, sexual.

lig: or expression (¢.g., intelli wity)) 0 be used as descriptors within the
Chinese cul ture.

The 13 negative traits infrequently reported by the Chinese participants
included: victimized, tired, hypochondriac, greedy, sexless, timid, senile,
incoherent, inarticulate, humorless, ard fragile. Many were traits of the extreme
negati ve Severely Impaired age stereotype (Hummert et al., 1994), suggesting that
this stereotype is not endorsed in the Chinese culture. Ng et al. (1999) reported

a similar finding with Chincse New Zeal anders.

Tralts Unique to Chinese Age Stereotypes

Twenty-two (22) new age pe traits were reported by the Chinese
participants in this study. These rms were atbe: umquc)/ Chinese in content
(¢.8., Laodao or endless -f itism) or empha-

sized specific aspects of related uns fiound in Westemn studies. For example,
while the participants in Hummert et al. (1994) listed the traits wise, frustworthy,
and religious to describe older persons, the particpants in this study more fre-
quently listed experienced than wise, principled than trustworthy, and super-
stitious than religious. Supporting the notion that these trais represent views
of agng grounded in the Chinese culture, several of these traits (¢.g., superstitious,
male-favoritism) also emerged in the Liu et al. (2001) and Ng et al. (1999) studies
with Chiness New Zealanders. Inclusion of these traits in future rescarch will



provide a more complete picture of age pes in China. The id

of these uniquely Chinese traits reinforce the notion that age stereofypes have
some universal aspects, but are grounded within a particular culture (Ng et al.,
1997, 1999).

Valence of Tralts

The proportion of positive to negative age traits generated by participants
supports the contention that there are more positive associations with age in
the Chinese culture than in Western cultures. Although participants listed both
positive and negative traits for older adults, those in all three age groups generated
more positive than negative traits. Further, young participants were the most
positive in their descriptions, which may reflect the influence of the Chinese social
norm of filial piety. Compared with the American participants in Hummert et al.
(1994), who listed an equal number of positive versus negative traits, the Chinese
participants in this study were more positive in their descriptions of older adults.
Supporting the notion that these findings represent cultural differences, Liu et al.
(2001) found that young and middle-aged Chinese New Zealanders generated
more positive than ncgative age traits.

This finding contradicts cross-cultural studies that have found more negative
percepbons of aging in Eastem (including Chinese) than in Western cultures
(Giles et al., 1998; Harwood et al., 1994; Harwood et al., 1996; Harwood et al.,
2001). This may be duc to the fact that questionnaire items used in those studies
wete dmved solely ﬁ'om Wesusm research on agestercotypes and may not have

ions with age pes in the Chinese culture.
As the results of this study show, not only are some traits (¢.g., Laodao) wnique to
Chinese age stereofypes, even age traits that appear synonymous to those of
Westem age stereotypes (¢.g., experienced and wise) may represent culturally
distinct views of aging. Thus, the contradictions between the results of this study
and earlier research on age sler:olypﬁ in Eastern cultures emphasize the impor-
tance of developil

ping

Future Research

There are two major routes for future research suggested by the findings
in this study. First, this study revealed similarities and differences between
age stercotype traits in the Chinese and U.S. cultures. Results suggested that
some traits are universal, others are uniquely American, and others are uniquely
Chinese. The validity and ility of these lusions must be demon-
strated. One useful line of research would be to ask Chinese and U.S. participants
to rate all three sets of traits on, their typicality and appropristeness as traits
of older adults, as well as their valence (positive/negative). Validation studies




such as this will provide a strong foundation for future cross-cultural research
on age stereotypes in China and the United States.

Second, findings in this study indicated that the trait lists generated by the
three age groups were highly and significantly correlated, suggesting that one
trait list can be used in stereotype studies involving Chinese adults of all ages.
The variability in valence and istics within this list of 86 traits, however,
suggests that there are multiple age stereotypes within the Chinese culture just
as there are within the U.S. culture. Investigating the nature and structure of
these multiple stercotypes is an important goal for future research. Such research
could use the trait list from this study and follow the sorting procedures used
to investigate multiple stercotypes in the U.S. studies (Hummert et al., 1994;
Schmidt & Boland, 1986).

In conclusion, this study revealed that some traits associated with old age are
shared in both the Chinese and Western cultures indicating the universality of
age stereotypes. At the same time, this study demoastrated that other traits
of aging are unique to each culture, supporting the notion that age stereotypes
are culturally grounded. The study also found more positive perceptions of
aging in the PRC than has prior research in the West, perhaps because of the
endorsement of filial piety within the Chinese culture. It must be noted,
however, that the perceptions of the Chinese participants were not exclusively
positive, suggesting that filial piety does not eliminate all negative perceptions
of aging. Together these findings reinforce the conclusion that Westemn
concepts and measures should not be assumed to apply completely in other
cultures. Cross-cultural research on age stereotypes should be grounded in the
recognition of both the universality and the culturally specific nature of per-
ceptions of aging.
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