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ABSTRACT 

With the acceleration of global aging process, the demand for medical services for the elderly continues to rise, 

but there is still a significant shortage in the supply of related services. The attitude of medical related students 

towards the elderly and their willingness to engage in elderly medical work directly affect the quality of future 

medical services. This article summarizes the attitudes of medical and health-related students towards the elderly, 

their mastery of aging knowledge, and their willingness to engage in elderly related work, and explores the key 

variables that affect these factors. The relationship between attitude, knowledge, and career aspirations is 

complex, influenced by factors such as educational background, contact experience with the elderly, family 

structure, and cultural factors. Improving the quality of geriatric medical education, increasing opportunities to 

interact with the elderly, and breaking down age discrimination stereotypes are important paths to improving 

students' attitudes towards the elderly and enhancing their career aspirations. This article provides a theoretical 

basis and practical suggestions for optimizing the cultivation of elderly care abilities among medical students. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Aging is a natural and irreversible process that 

involves physiological, psychological (including 

emotional and cognitive), and social changes.[1] 

The global elderly population is rapidly growing.[2, 

3] In developed countries, the proportion of the 

population aged 60 and above is expected to 

increase from 11.5% in 2012 to 22% in 2050.[3, 4] 

At the same time, the oldest segment of this 

population group, namely those aged 80 and above, 

is rapidly growing and is expected to increase 

fourfold to 395 million people by 2050.[5] China 

has the largest elderly population in the world.[6] 

The proportion of adults aged 65 and above has 

increased from 123 million (9.1%) in 2011 to 200 

million (14.2%) in 2021. By 2050, the population 

aged 65 and above in China will reach 395 million 

people.[7] 

With the changes in population structure and the 

extension of life expectancy, the risk of chronic 

diseases, functional disorders, physical dysfunction, 

cognitive impairment, and increased dependence 

also increases.[8, 9] This phenomenon has led to a 

significant increase in global demand for nursing 

and rehabilitation. But in many regions of the world, 

this growing demand is still largely unmet, with 

over 50% of people in some low - and middle-

income countries unable to access the services they 

need.[10] Stereotypes about the elderly and 

assumptions about their vulnerability and 

dependence affect both the general public and 

healthcare professionals. The elderly should be 

regarded as objects worthy of respect, while age 
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discrimination will affect their physical, emotional, 

and social quality of life.[11] The quality of 

medical services provided to the elderly is largely 

influenced by the attitudes of healthcare 

professionals towards them.[8, 12] There have been 

literature reports of negative attitudes towards the 

elderly among healthcare professionals, and this 

attitude is seen as a barrier to providing high-

quality medical services and treatment for the 

elderly.[13, 14] This article reviews the attitudes of 

medical related students towards the elderly, their 

willingness to engage in elderly healthcare related 

work, and their influencing factors, in order to 

provide some reference for improving the quality of 

elderly healthcare services. 

2. ATTITUDE TOWARDS THE 

ELDERLY 

Attitude is defined as a positive or negative 

evaluation of people, places, things, or events. 

Attitude includes cognitive, behavioral, and 

emotional components, and is based on individual 

beliefs and values.[15] Attitude will change over 

time and be influenced by social and emotional 

demands.[5] There are divergent reports in the 

literature regarding whether health-related students 

and staff hold positive or negative attitudes towards 

the elderly. In 2004, Mason and Sanders found that 

negative attitudes towards older adults were 

prevalent in all undergraduate social care courses, 

and working with older adults was described as the 

least preferred career choice among students.[16] 

Some studies have also reported that nursing 

students have negative attitudes towards the 

elderly.[17-20] In contrast, Amrhein and Backes 

found that students majoring in health and social 

care in Germany hold a fair view of age, but they 

are more willing to work with young people in the 

future.[21] Some studies have reported that students 

majoring in physical therapy hold neutral to weak 

positive attitudes towards the elderly.[22, 23] In 

addition, some studies have found that nursing and 

physical therapy students hold positive attitudes 

towards the elderly.[8, 24-27] A cross-sectional 

study conducted by the authors’ team on 890 

rehabilitation medical students from three 

universities in southwestern China also found that 

rehabilitation medical students generally hold a 

positive attitude towards the elderly.[28] 

Research has shown that insufficient 

understanding of aging knowledge is associated 

with negative attitudes towards older adults and a 

lack of interest in working with them.[29] In 2012, 

Boswell studied whether increasing the knowledge 

of professional trainers would reduce attitudes 

towards age discrimination. Boswell conducted a 

study on 43 undergraduate health students using the 

Fraboni Age Discrimination Scale[30] and Aging 

Knowledge Scale[31], and found that those who 

felt anxious about aging before the start of the 

course and had little understanding of the aging 

process exhibited more age discriminatory attitudes 

and lower interest in working with older adults. 

Boswell believed that education has increased 

interest in working with older adults and reduced 

attitudes of age discrimination.[29] King et al. also 

believed that incorporating geriatric nursing into 

the curriculum can alleviate fears and concerns 

related to caring for the elderly.[32] Some studies 

have also revealed a significant positive correlation 

between aging knowledge and attitudes towards the 

elderly.[9, 33, 34] In a study of 308 German 

medical students' attitudes towards the elderly, 

Klaghofe et al. reported similar findings. These 

findings suggest that aging education can increase 

students' interest in working with older adults.[35] 

In a study targeting undergraduate students 

majoring in physical therapy, Hobbs et al.[36] 

measured students' attitudes and knowledge levels 

towards older adults at three time points. The 

research results show that at the first time point, 

students hold a certain positive attitude towards the 

elderly. However, although students' knowledge of 

the elderly increased from less than 50% to 52%, 

there was no significant improvement in their 

positive attitude towards the elderly at the third 

time point. Researchers pointed out that education 

may help improve knowledge about aging, while its 

impact on attitudes is more widespread. 

Nevertheless, educators still have a responsibility to 

provide courses that can help students prepare for 

working with the elderly, and to focus on correcting 

age discriminatory attitudes and misconceptions 

about aging. The authors’ team's research also 

found a significant positive correlation between 

aging knowledge and attitudes towards the elderly, 

and aging knowledge is an independent predictor of 

attitudes towards the elderly.[28] A positive attitude 

plays an important role in the quality of care for the 

elderly.[2] Therefore, schools and educators should 

recognize that education can enhance students' 

knowledge of aging and promote their positive 

attitudes towards the elderly. Both the education of 

current students and the continuing education of 

healthcare professionals can consider incorporating 

courses related to geriatric medicine into the 

curriculum system. 
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3. MASTERY OF AGING 

KNOWLEDGE 

In recent years, a series of studies have 

investigated the mastery of aging knowledge 

among students and staff in health-related majors. 

A study exploring the knowledge level of nursing 

students and registered nurses regarding 

hospitalized elderly patients showed that all 

respondents had significant deficiencies in 

knowledge related to elderly patients, and there 

were significant differences in knowledge among 

nurses with different educational levels. 

Additionally, there was a positive correlation 

between nurses' work experience and their 

knowledge level. The authors believe that in the 

nursing profession, basic nursing knowledge related 

to elderly patient care should occupy an important 

position in basic nursing education courses, and 

should be strengthened in continuing education 

courses provided by hospitals for nurses.[37] In 

2020, Mohammad et al.[17] conducted a cross-

sectional study to explore the correlation between 

the sociodemographic and occupational 

characteristics of 317 Jordanian nurses and their 

levels of knowledge, attitudes, and age 

discrimination towards the elderly. The results 

showed that nurses had insufficient knowledge and 

attitudes towards the elderly, and there was 

significant age discrimination among nurses. 

Moreover, knowledge, attitudes, and negative age 

discrimination varied under different 

sociodemographic and occupational characteristics. 

Nurses' knowledge and attitudes towards the elderly 

were significantly correlated with negative age 

discrimination. Several studies from Saudi Arabia 

on the aging process and elderly care knowledge 

have shown that participants have poor knowledge 

of aging.[14, 38, 39] These studies indicate that 

nursing students at three major universities in Saudi 

Arabia have insufficient knowledge about the 

physical and social aspects of aging.[39] Mellor et 

al. found that although nurses hold a positive 

attitude, they lack knowledge of elderly care.[38] 

The research results of Yang et al. also show that 

general practitioners have insufficient 

understanding of aging knowledge, especially in 

psychological and social aspects.[14] Several 

scholars generally suggest that strengthening 

gerontology education for health professionals is an 

urgent need to address the growing aging 

population.[14, 38, 39] 

The authors’ team's research also shows that 

rehabilitation medical students from three 

universities in Chongqing exhibit relatively low 

levels of aging knowledge, with more knowledge 

about the physical aspects of the elderly and less 

knowledge about social aspects.[28] This 

phenomenon may be related to insufficient 

attention to geriatric medicine in medical education. 

In a study, only 42% of the medical schools 

surveyed included courses related to geriatrics and 

aging in their teaching plans.[40] In a systematic 

review, Mateos Nozal J et al. [41] also pointed out 

that the issue of geriatric medical education is a 

global challenge. Only 41% of countries have 

included some geriatric related content in 

undergraduate medical education. In Europe, 

although there has been an increase in recent years, 

only 62% of medical schools still make geriatrics a 

compulsory course.[41] This phenomenon should 

draw attention to the current knowledge level and 

educational status of Chinese medical and health 

students. In the cultivation of medical and health 

students in China, it is also necessary to strengthen 

the teaching of geriatric medicine related content. 

4. WILLINGNESS TO ENGAGE IN 

ELDERLY RELATED WORK 

There is a difference between attitudes towards 

aging and perspectives on working with older 

adults. Perhaps even if the attitude towards aging is 

positive, it may not necessarily translate into a 

positive concept or attitude towards caring for the 

elderly.[42] Previous studies often assumed that 

having a positive attitude towards older adults 

implies a willingness to work with this group, but 

this assumption has been questioned by 

researchers.[20, 29] Studies have shown that 

working with elderly people is often the career 

direction that students are least willing to 

choose.[29] Mason and Sanders[16] pointed out 

that many students and professionals view working 

with older adults as a lower status profession, 

which further reinforces people's perception that 

this field is unimportant or lacks value. Kydd and 

Wild[43] conducted a multi-factor questionnaire in 

1999 (n=376) and 2009 (n=546) to investigate the 

attitudes of healthcare professionals towards 

working with elderly people. The results showed 

that there was not much difference between the two 

surveys, and respondents generally held a positive 

attitude towards working with elderly people and 

showed a high level of enthusiasm. However, some 

changes still occurred between different time 

periods. Although participants in 2009 still believed 

that elderly care often occurred in areas with poor 

work environments and limited promotion 
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opportunities, compared to 1999, a higher 

proportion of respondents indicated that they had 

chosen or would consider pursuing a career in 

geriatric medicine. Stevens investigated the career 

choices of undergraduate nursing students and 

found that the majority of nursing students 

prioritize working with elderly individuals as their 

last career choice, and this willingness seems to 

have further declined over time. Students are most 

inclined to choose fields with strong technical skills, 

while working with elderly people is considered to 

have a negative impact on their career 

development.[44] This research result is consistent 

with some previous studies[45, 46]. 

The author’s team research also found that 

rehabilitation medical students have a lower interest 

in working in elderly rehabilitation related fields, 

with only 41.9% of respondents indicating a 

willingness to work in elderly rehabilitation related 

fields after graduation, and 48.9% of respondents 

expressing uncertainty.[28] Consistent with this, the 

studies of King et al.[32] and Bleijenberg et al.[47] 

also indicated that nursing students have a lower 

willingness to take care of the elderly. Peach[48] 

pointed out that only 16.1% of students majoring in 

physical therapy are willing to work primarily with 

elderly patients after graduation. Henderson et 

al.[49] also reported that although students hold a 

positive attitude towards the elderly, they do not 

enjoy working with them. The team further 

explored the reasons why students are unwilling to 

engage in elderly rehabilitation related work. 

Rehabilitation students attribute their low interest in 

elderly rehabilitation to their unpleasant 

experiences with the elderly in the past, difficulties 

in communicating with them, perception that the 

elderly are unhygienic and uninteresting, difficult 

work, low salary, lack of challenge, and lack of 

respect for their work. These findings are consistent 

with previous research findings.[8, 49-52] 

5. FACTORS INFLUENCING 

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE 

ELDERLY 

A series of studies have reported a correlation 

between high educational levels and positive 

attitudes.[53-56] Adibelli and Kilic's research[53, 

57] suggested that the level of positive attitudes 

towards older adults increases with higher levels of 

education, including university and graduate 

degrees. Similarly, some other studies have also 

indicated that participants with higher levels of 

education are more likely to exhibit more positive 

attitudes than those with lower levels of education. 

This shows that developing educational strategies 

that focus on meeting the needs of the elderly and 

motivating healthcare workers to engage in elderly 

care work is of great value.[38, 39, 53, 56, 58] 

The team's research found that the relationship 

and frequency of contact with the elderly are two 

important factors that affect the attitude of 

rehabilitation students towards the elderly and their 

willingness to engage in elderly rehabilitation.[28] 

Other studies have also reported consistent 

results.[24, 59] Frequent contact with elderly 

people helps students gain more opportunities to 

interact and socialize with them, thereby 

establishing closer relationships with them.[24, 59] 

Leung et al. also found that healthcare workers who 

have social contact with healthy elderly people on a 

weekly basis have a more positive attitude towards 

the elderly than those who have contact less 

frequently than once a week.[56] Negative 

experiences of interacting with elderly people often 

have a negative impact, leading to the formation of 

negative attitudes.[18] 

Hweidi and Al Hassan's research showed that 

nurses who live with one or more elderly relatives 

have a more positive attitude towards the elderly 

than those who do not live with elderly relatives.[53] 

The research also found that students who have 

experienced being cared for by grandparents, living 

with elderly people, and taking care of elderly 

people show significantly more positive attitudes 

towards the elderly compared to students who have 

not had these experiences, and have a stronger 

willingness to engage in elderly rehabilitation 

work.[28] Studies have shown that the experience 

of living with elderly people has a positive impact 

on forming a positive attitude towards them[8, 60]. 

Living with the elderly and being taken care of by 

grandparents can bring different experiences to 

young people. Actual contact with elderly people 

can affect their impression of them. Being taken 

care of by the elderly from a young age may help 

establish full trust in them, thereby forming a 

positive attitude and eliminating stereotypes or 

misunderstandings of the elderly among 

rehabilitation students. Meanwhile, China's long-

standing cultural beliefs and social customs may 

also be important factors.[14, 24] Perhaps 

influenced by centuries of Confucianism, in 

traditional Chinese culture, the elderly are highly 

respected, valued, and supported. From a young age, 

children are taught to love, respect, and care for 

their elderly family members.[14, 24] The culture 

of respecting and caring for the elderly may have 
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influenced Chinese students' attitudes towards the 

elderly and their willingness to engage in elderly 

related work. 

In addition, studies have shown a significant 

relationship between past work experience and 

knowledge and attitudes towards older adults. 

Engstrom and Fagerberg pointed out that 

participants who have worked in the healthcare 

field for over 21 years have a more positive attitude 

towards older adults than those with less work 

experience.[55] Similarly, other studies suggest that 

doctors who hold a more positive attitude towards 

the elderly tend to work more with them, and their 

experiences in elderly care may also contribute to 

the formation of their positive attitude.[55, 56, 61] 

Of course, some studies have also found that there 

is no significant difference between the length of 

service of healthcare workers in their current 

positions and their positive attitudes.[14, 62] 

In terms of gender, literature reports are still 

inconsistent. A study in Australia found that female 

doctors exhibit more positive attitudes than male 

doctors.[13] The author’s team and other research 

teams have also shown that women exhibit more 

positive attitudes towards older adults compared to 

men, which may indicate that women are more 

caring than men.[2, 19, 28, 63, 64] However, a 

study suggests that male nurses working in acute 

care departments have a more positive attitude 

towards the elderly compared to female nurses.[53] 

The reason for this is believed to be that women 

often need to take care of both their husband's 

parents and their own children, and this multiple 

responsibility may lead to negative attitudes 

towards the elderly among female nurses in 

Jordan.[53] Hweidi IM et al. also found that men 

have a more positive attitude towards the 

elderly.[65] Zverev Y[66] believed that there is no 

difference in attitudes towards the elderly between 

men and women. These different research findings 

may need to be explained by different cultural and 

professional backgrounds. 

6. CONCLUSION 

With the increasing trend of population aging, 

improving the understanding and acceptance of the 

elderly by medical and health students has become 

a key link in promoting the improvement of the 

quality of elderly medical services in the future. 

This review indicates that students' attitudes 

towards the elderly, their level of knowledge about 

aging, and their willingness to engage in elderly 

related work are interrelated and jointly influenced 

by multiple variables such as educational 

background, practical experience, and cultural 

factors. Currently, although many students hold a 

certain degree of positive attitude towards the 

elderly, their willingness to engage in elderly 

healthcare work is still low due to a lack of 

knowledge, stereotypes, and insufficient career 

attractiveness. Therefore, in the future, it is 

necessary to systematically strengthen the 

curriculum of geriatric medicine in the education 

system, actively create practical opportunities for 

interaction with the elderly, and reshape the social 

value and career prospects of the geriatric medical 

profession through publicity and policy guidance. 

Only by taking multiple measures can people 

effectively enhance the elderly care competence of 

the new generation of medical staff and lay a solid 

foundation for building a medical system that 

actively responds to the aging society. 
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