
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The organizational use of online stock photos: The impact of representing senior
citizens as eternally youthful

Loos, E.F.
DOI
doi.org/10.17011/ht/urn.201811224838
Publication date
2018
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Human Technology

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Loos, E. F. (2018). The organizational use of online stock photos: The impact of representing
senior citizens as eternally youthful. Human Technology, 14, 366-381.
https://doi.org/doi.org/10.17011/ht/urn.201811224838

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://doi.org/doi.org/10.17011/ht/urn.201811224838
https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-organizational-use-of-online-stock-photos-the-impact-of-representing-senior-citizens-as-eternally-youthful(563cf01f-de31-436c-92bb-6a32af6e454a).html
https://doi.org/doi.org/10.17011/ht/urn.201811224838


 
 
 

 

                                                                              ISSN: 1795-6889 

www.humantechnology.jyu.fi                                                                                      Volume 14(3), November 2018, 366–381 

366 
 

 
 

THE ORGANIZATIONAL USE OF ONLINE STOCKPHOTOS:  
THE IMPACT OF REPRESENTING SENIOR CITIZENS  

AS ETERNALLY YOUTHFUL 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract: The digital divide due to age is declining quickly. But this does not necessarily 
mean that the willingness to use stock photos depicting older people accompanying 
digital information is the same among all senior citizens. Three research questions are at 
the core of this paper: (1) To which extent can various senior citizens (women and men, 
younger old and older old, living alone or together, full of vitality or fragile) identify 
with online stock photos of older people accompanying information about pensions, 
income, health and housing?, (2) Which are the connotations of the visual signs used in 
such stock photos? and (3) What are the policy implications for organizations aiming at 
offering digital information for a diverse group of senior citizens? The results of a Dutch 
study among 31 older adult are used to get insight into the ways they identify with stock 
photos. Finally, implications for research and society are sketched. 
 
Keywords: identification, online stock photos, senior citizens, visual ageism.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In the Netherlands, the number of older people having access to the Internet has risen 
considerably within the last 5 years. The percentage of persons 65–75 years old having 
Internet access grew from 85.0% in 2013 to 94.8% in 2018; for persons 75 years old and 
older, these percentages rose from 48.7% in 2013 to 74.2% in 2018 (Statline/CBS, 2018). 
The so-called first digital divide between those who have access to digital media and those 
who do not, and the second digital divide between those who have the skills to use them and 
those who do not (Hargittai, 2001), are disappearing. 

With the growing access and use of the Internet, senior citizens are being exposed to—and 
required to access—sites that use photos for various reasons, and many times those are stock 
photos. Such photos represent older people in many ways, and the organizations that use these 
photos select them to communicate with that target group. The point I would like to make in 
this paper is that, even though the first and second digital divides due to age are declining at a 
rapid pace in many countries, this does not necessarily mean that the appreciation for or 
willingness to use online stock photos depicting older people that accompanies digital 
information is the same among all senior citizens, even from the same country.  

As people grow older, the psychological and physiological differences between them 
widen, a phenomenon that is labeled “aged heterogeneity” by gerontologists (Nelson & 
Dannefer, 1992; Robnett & Chop, 2018; Stone, Lin, Dannefer & Kelley-Moore, 2017), and 
that is often overlooked in society and science. Loos (2013) and Loos et al. (2017) showed 
that organizations often represent older people as a homogeneous group and do not consider 
the differences related to age, civil status, and health condition on their Web sites. For this 
reason, the following three research questions are at the core of this paper:  

 To what extent can various senior citizens (women and men, younger old and 
older old, living together or alone, full of vitality or fragile) identify with online 
stock photos of older people accompanying information about pensions, income, 
health and housing?  

 What are their connotations of the visual signs used in such stock photos?  
 What are the policy implications for organizations aiming at offering digital 

information for a diverse group of senior citizens? 
To define the concept of identification, I followed Ashforth & Mael (1989, pp. 20–21), 

who make use of the social identity theory. According to their description of this theory, 
people tend to classify themselves and others into various social categories, such as 
organizational membership, religious affiliation, gender, and age cohort (Tajfel & Turner, 
1985), and they argued that 

Social classification serves two functions. First, it cognitively segments and orders the 
social environment, providing an individual with a systematic means of defining others. 
… Second, social classification enables an individual to locate or define him- or herself 
in the social environment. According to SIT, an individual’s self-concept is comprised of 
[sic] a personal identity encompassing idiosyncratic characteristics (e.g., bodily 
attributes, abilities, psychological traits, interests) and a social identity encompassing 
salient group classifications. (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, pp. 20–21)  
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In this paper, I focus on people’s identification with segments within the older age cohort 
by paying attention to the role of idiosyncratic characteristics (i.e., visual signs referring to 
sex, age, living together or alone, one’s [self-reported ] vitality/fragility). To analyze these 
visual signs, I use a visual semiotic approach (Harrison, 2003; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). 
To answer the three research questions above, I first review the literature on visual 
representation and discuss the origins of the trend toward positive (i.e., well-being, vitality) 
visual representation of older people. This will be followed by an explanation of my 
explorative qualitative empirical study conducted in the Netherlands among 31 senior citizens 
who were exposed to a variety of stock photos depicting older people used on the site of the 
Dutch association for older people (ANBO) in spring 2018. Finally, I will introduce the 
concept of designing for diversity approach as a fruitful way toward an organizational digital 
information policy for a diverse group of senior citizens. I argue that organizations can use a 
mix of photos in digital information sources that do justice to the diversity within the older 
population group by adopting the principle of designing for dynamic diversity. I conclude 
with a sketch of implications for research and society. 

 
 

STUDIES ON VISUAL REPRESENTATION 
 

Portrayals of certain social groups in society, as well as the type of characteristics depicted in 
those portrayals, matter in societies that value social justice and power balance. These 
representations, visual and otherwise, can reinforce stereotype formation. Encountering such 
stereotypes in the media can negatively impact the self-esteem, health status, physical well-being, 
and cognitive performance of older people (Levy, Slade & Kasl, 2002; Levy, Slade, Kunkel & 
Kasl, 2002). As Williams, Martins, Consalvo and Ivory (2009) found, “groups that appear more 
often in the media are more ‘vital’ and enjoy better status and power in daily life” (p. 818).  

So one fundamental question is, will those who cannot identify with the older persons 
depicted in such pictures turn away from the presenters of the related digital information and, as a 
consequence, not use it? Or do those who cannot identify with such pictures feel attracted by 
them (e.g., would images of healthy older people attract older people who are not healthy 
themselves)? An explorative empirical study conducted by Loos (2013) involved collecting all 
images of older people on the Web sites of the three senior citizens’ organizations in the 
Netherlands to get insight into the ways these organizations visually represent their members. The 
results indicated that depicting older people together and older people alone appeared to be a 
reasonable balanced representation on two Web sites (53.7% vs. 44.3%, respectively), while, on 
the third Web site, older people alone were a minority (30%). The most common category of 
pictures on that third Web site was that of an older woman and man as a couple (25%), while on 
the other two Web sites, it was a man alone (28% and 25%, respectively). On all three Web sites, 
the older people were unanimously still enjoying their “third age” (e.g., playing sports or leisurely 
cycling; Laslett, 1991; Loos, 2013); however, the “fourth age,” characterized by severe health 
problems and inactivity was absent (Loos, 2013).1 Loos et al. (2017) conducted an empirical 
study examining the ways older people are visually represented on Web sites of organizations for 
older people in seven European countries (Finland, UK, the Netherlands, Spain, Italy, Poland, & 
Romania) while adopting an analytical approach based on visual content analysis. The results 
clearly demonstrated that, in all seven countries, older people were visually represented most 
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often as healthy and active, reflecting a dominant “aging well” discourse (Chapman, 2005; Loos, 
2013; Orpin, Walker & Boyer, 2013) in Europe. This perspective is characterized by pictures of 
eternally youthful, interactive older people that do not represent large groups of senior citizens 
who have either bad health, live alone, or both. Before presenting my empirical study examining 
the impact of such positive stock photos, I first explicate how this trend toward a positive visual 
media representation of older people can be explained. 
 
 

ORIGINS OF THE TREND TOWARD POSITIVE 
VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF OLDER PEOPLE 

 
Loos and Ivan (2018) showed in their literature review of studies conducted in the last 40 years 
in Europe and North America that the turning point of positive visual representations of older 
people in print, television advertisements, and television programs occurred within the last few 
decades. One possible interpretation is to see this as a trend toward the right direction, away 
from a negative, stigmatized way to represent older people. Loos and Ivan (2018), though, 
coined the notion of “visual ageism” to describe this phenomenon as “the social practice of 
visually underrepresenting older people or misrepresenting them in a prejudiced way” (p. 164).  

Another possible explanation for this clear trend toward positive representations of older 
people is that marketers realized that many older people represent a wealthy and healthy target 
group (Loos & Ekström, 2014). Knowing that most people want to stay young and vital, the 
advertising industry began using images invoking eternal youth. Thus, the concern of one’s own 
mortality is tempered by the concept of the third age. It is no surprise that the human desire to be 
eternally young is commercially exploited; the narrative of eternal youth has deep historical roots 
and taps into the universal yearning to live a long and healthy life, as presented in artwork (see 
Figure 1). The concept of the third age also enables public authorities to combine positive 
messages (i.e., most citizens will live longer in good health) with explicit warnings (e.g., each 
citizen is personally responsible for compensating for the loss of resources in later life; Loos, 
2013). Katz (2009) argued that 

much gerontological research is increasingly affiliated with governmental projects to 
responsibilize a new senior citizenry to care for itself in the wake of the neoliberal 
programs that divest Western welfare states of their health, educational, and domestic life 
course commitments and extend their political power to new areas of micro-social 
management and community affairs. (p. 99) 

Loos and Ivan (2018, p. 169) argued that the act of visually representing older people in 
a positive way is embedded in a larger discourse of successful aging (e.g., Rowe & Kahn, 
1997, 2015; Ylänne, 2015) and active aging (e.g., World Health Organization [WHO], 2014), 
a discourse highlighting “the avoidance of disease and disability, the maintenance of high 
physical and cognitive function, and sustained engagement in social and productive 
activities” (Rowe & Kahn, 1997, p. 433)  
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Figure 1.  Fountain of Youth (1546) by Lucas Cranach, the Elder.  

Reprint permission by Staatliche Museen Berlin.2 
 

On the one hand, the promotion of optimistic ideas associated with well-being in later life 
may have positive consequences, such as people adopting an active lifestyle, maintaining 
functional health, and enhancing one’s capacities. These, with the individual’s fiscal 
responsibility and civic engagement, will result in the reduction of older people’s dependence on 
public system provisions (Neilson, 2006). On the other hand, numerous negative consequences 
also can result, which are debated largely in the current literature (e.g., Calasanti & King, 2007; 
Coupland, 2009; Neilson, 2006), such as the marginalization of the process of growing old and 
the societal exclusion of older people (Loos et al., 2017). 

If one were to interpret the popular discursive formation in a critical way, one could even say 
that older people, especially those in the so-called fourth age, are not able to meet the obligation 
imposed on them by the dominant successfully aging discourse. In such a discourse, the 
argumentation typically is as follows: People’s increased life expectancy means that they will 
spend a longer time in the third age, characterized by well-being, while their fourth age will be 
reduced to a short, painful descent into decay (Loos, 2013). It is striking that, in the Netherlands, 
for example, public authorities make use of the concept of the third age: The third age receives 
ample mention in policy memorandums, while the fourth age is quietly ignored (Loos, 2012).  

 
 

METHOD 
 
In spring 2018, I selected five sets of stock photos (Sets 1 to 5, below) that were used on 
the Web site of ANBO, the Dutch association for older people. The stock photos depict a 
variety of older people (age, sex, living arrangements, vitality) reflecting their current life 
situation and accompany information about pensions, income, health and housing, 
important issues for older people.  
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Then, I interviewed a diverse group of 31 Dutch senior citizens (age range 50–59, 60–69, 
70–79 and 80+ [see more information below], women and men, living together or alone, self-
reported degree of vitality) to examine the extent to which they identified with various kinds 
of stock photos. Respondents were recruited from the family and friends of this researcher 
and his research assistant (a master’s student) as well as people at a public library. As I 
wanted the respondents to express their opinions as freely as possible, I did not audio-record 
their answers but transcribed their explanations for later analysis. Table 1 gives an overview 
of the subcategories composing this group. The respondents saw all the photos in each set 
simultaneously before proceeding to next set. All respondents were familiar with the use of the 
type of Web site described as the framing for the photos: a site dealing with pensions, income, 
health, or housing. The head of department of the author’s institute gave his ethical approval 
and informed consent was used so all respondents were aware of the study’s aim and their right 
to stop their collaboration at any time. 

Although estimating a person’s age from a photo is difficult, I have roughly divided the 
people in the photos into two groups based on the color of their hair (gray or not gray) and the 
visible wrinkles on their skin (wrinkles or no wrinkles), the former considered as older old (80+ 
years) and the latter as younger old (50–59, 60–69, 70–79)—a distinction I needed to investigate 
if there is a difference between the ways younger old and older old people identify with pictures. 

I asked the respondents to imagine that they were looking for information about pensions, 
income, health, or housing information on a Web site. Then, I asked them to choose, from each 
set, the stock photo they most identified with and to explain why they selected that photo. As 
mentioned in my introduction, I aimed to answer the following three research questions: 

 To what extent can various senior citizens (women and men, younger old and older 
old, living together or alone, full of vitality or fragile) identify with online stock photos 
of older people accompanying information about pensions, income, health and 
housing?  

 What are their connotations of the visual signs used in such stock photos?  
 What are the policy implications for organizations aiming at offering digital 

information for a diverse group of senior citizens? 
During the empirical research, I noted the respondents’ favorite (in the sense of identification) 
stock photos and their explanations. Images can be analyzed in various ways, for example, by 
focusing on the cognitive, social, or emotional effects or consequences for the respondents. 
Because studies in the field of visualization often focus on “cognitive effect and neglect its 

 
Table 1.  Number of Respondents for Age Groups, Sex, Living Together/Alone,  

Self-Reported Vitality (Total N = 31). 

Age groups Sex Living 
Together/Alone 

Self-reported 
Vitality 

50–59: 6 Female:16 Together: 20 +     17 

60–69: 11 Male:   15 Alone:     11 + -   11 

70–79: 8   -       3 

80+:    6    
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(P1)3 

 
            (P2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      (P3) 

Set 1.  This set comprises three photos to examine if older old respondents and those living together would 
choose P1 (older old 80+) and if younger old respondents (50–59, 60–69, 70–79) would choose P2 or P3, and 
whether the younger old persons would choose photo P2 with the foreign background (hills, a holiday setting). 

 
 

    
(P4)  
 
 
                 (P5)   

Set 2.  This set comprises two photos to examine the role of sex: Do female respondents identify with 
depicted women and male respondents with depicted men? 
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(P6)   
 
          
 
 
 
 
 
          (P7) 

Set 3.  This set also comprises two photos to examine the role of sex. 
 
 
 
 

       
(P8)4               
                                                                                   (P9) 
  

      (P10)    
Set 4.  This set comprises three photos to examine if living together or alone would affect the choice 

between P8 versus P9 and P10. 
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(P11)5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
            (P12) 
 
 

                     (P13)  
Set 5.  This set comprises three photos to examine the role of the different categories (age, sex, living 

together or alone, degree of self-reported vitality) for the choice of a favorite photo. 
 
 
social and emotional consequences” (Bresciani & Eppler, 2015, p. 8), I paid special attention 
to the social and emotional connotations of the visual signs, following a visual social 
semiotics approach (Harrison, 2003; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996; Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 
2001). This field of study was defined by Jewitt and Oyama (2001, p. 134) as “the description 
of semiotic resources, what can be said and done with images (and other means of 
communication) and how the things people say and do with images can be interpreted.” I 
define social connotations as the meaning evoked by signs related to other persons and the 
emotional connotations as the feelings the signs evoke. 
 
 

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 
 
As a start, I present an overview of the favorite stock photo gathered from the respondents’ 
comments of identifying with the image. Table 2 presents each set of photos with the favorite 
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noted in bold. I discuss each set of stock photos in the light of the overall score for the 31 
older respondents, and then the main differences, if any, related to the different categories 
(age, sex, living together or alone, degree of self-reported vitality). Respondents’ 
explanations for their favorite stock photo are presented by quotations in italics. 

The marginally preferred (most self-identifiable) stock photo in Set 1 for the 31 
respondents was P2 (younger old couple near a car with hills in the background, suggesting a 
holiday setting that does not reflect the Netherlands): 38%. Enjoying life together was the 
expression frequently used, an explicitly positive emotion. Multiple comments regarding the 
beautiful landscape in the background also provided a visual sign with positive connotations. 
But looking at the age categories of our respondents, there was one clear exception: All 
respondents 80+ and older selected P1 (older old couple before an apartment), frequently 
commenting that the image reflected a happy couple, living nicely. This contrasted with 
younger old respondents who did not identify at all with this stock photo, commenting that the 
people depicted were much too old; I am not so old yet. Additionally, 67% of those who 
reported their lack of vitality chose P1 as their favorite. This could be due to the fact that the 
older old couple is standing in front of an apartment building, a housing situation they can 
positively identify with (i.e., more accessible because of fewer barriers than in a house). 
Another important exception was the category of younger older persons who favored P2 (a 
younger old couple near a car with hills in the background) and, to a lesser extent P3 (a younger 
old couple sitting in a park), which could be due to the setting evoking holidays/relaxation, and 
leading to positive emotional connotations such as enjoying life together in a nice landscape 
(P2) and cozy, together (P3). Finally, it is interesting that only a small percentage of older 
people living alone (17%) chose P2 as their favorite photo, which could be due to the fact 
that they do not identify with a traditional couple living together (too romantic; for me 
that’s something from the past). 

For Set 2, the favorite stock photo of the 31 respondents was clearly P5 (63%; an older old 
man sitting next to a young man). Respondents explained this by stating that this is a father–son 
relationship, a good relationship, partners on equal terms; these are clearly social connotations. 
Within the categories of older men and older people living alone, P5 also was clearly the 
favorite (60% and 91%, respectively), compared to P4 (a sitting older old woman accompanied 
 

Table 2.  Favorite Stock Photos of All Respondents (Highest % in Bold). 
 % of all respondents in 

favor of a stock photo 
   

Set 1 P1 
31% 

P2 
38% 

P3 
31% 

Set 2 P4 
37% 

P5 
63% 

 

Set 3 P6 
52% 

P7 
48% 

 

Set 4 P8 
18% 

P9 
36% 

P10 
46% 

Set 5 P11 
24% 

P12 
28% 

P13 
48% 
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by young woman, laughing together). Apparently older men identify easier with persons of the 
same sex, represented as having a bond with each other (eye contact, social connotation). One 
respondent stated: This photo reminds me of my own father who passed away; it’s a positive 
memory. For older women, there was almost no difference between P4 and P5. 

For Set 3, no clear favorite stock photo emerged from the respondents. In this set of 
photos, the category of older men chose P6 (60%; older old woman accompanied by young 
woman in a familiar setting), with comments such as older woman gets help, they enjoy life 
together, authentic, faces visible. This compares to P7 (older old man accompanied by young 
man with a hand on the shoulder of the older one). However, 63% of older women chose P7. 
This might be due to the social caring connotation related to the opposite sex (i.e., hand of the 
younger man on shoulder of the older one) that led some to comments about the social 
connection, authentic, love.  

For Set 4, older people living alone chose P9 (an older man; 45%) and P10 (an older 
woman; 45%) as their favorite stock photo, and not P8 (an older couple sitting in a park; only 
10%). One of the reasons mentioned by older people living alone was that the younger old 
couple in P8 look like they found each other on Tinder. 

The favorite stock photo in Set 5 for the 31 respondents clearly was P13 (48%; younger 
old couple at a beach with a cocktail). This image evoked comments such as holiday, enjoying 
life, relaxation, enjoying life together. There were no differences related to the different 
categories (age, sex, living alone or together, degree of self-related vitality) to which the 
respondents belonged. Apparently, many older people feel positive emotions when viewing a 
couple in a holiday setting. This could be a scenario that they envision for themselves. See also 
Nichols and Schumann (2012) about aspirational models in marketing communications. 

 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
Which conclusions can be drawn from the explorative qualitative empirical study I 
conducted? The conclusions will be presented below for each of the research questions. 
 
To what extent can various senior citizens (women and men, younger old and older 
old, living together or alone, full of vitality or fragile) identify with online stock photos of 
older people accompanying information about pensions, income, health and housing?  
 
In general, older people identify with stock photos that relate to their life stage, for example, 
where and how they live and relax. A good example is P1, depicting an older old couple in 
front of an apartment. This image was the favorite of respondents 80+ and of those who 
reported a lack in their vitality. 

In is interesting to observe that there was only one stock photo (P13, younger old couple 
drinking a cocktail at the beach) that most older people favored, no matter which 
subcategories of age, sex, living arrangements or vitality reflected their current life situation. 
The findings provide no clear pattern for the way women and men identify with persons from 
the same or other sex. Living alone played a role especially for P2 (younger old couple near a 
car with hills in the background): Almost no older adult who lived alone chose P2 as a 
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favorite (in the sense of identification), which could be due to the fact that they do not 
identify with a traditional couple living together. 

It is also remarkable to see that older people living alone chose P9 (an older man; 45%) 
and P10 (an older woman; 45%) as their favorite stock photo, and not P8 (an older couple 
sitting in a park; only 10%). 

 
What are their connotations of the visual signs used in such stock photos?  
 
Signs related to the setting seem to play a role as they were perceived as related to the life stage 
that the older persons are in. So, an apartment as background invokes positive emotions by 
respondents aged 80+ and by those who report decreased vitality. This could be an accessibility 
issue, less barriers in an apartment than in a house, or perhaps the point of aging when older 
people look for simplicity in life. Another example is that a holiday setting (beach and cocktails 
or a landscape distinct from their home country) seems to have positive emotional connotations 
for a lot of older people. Social connotations seem to play a role for older men, who identified 
more often with photos depicting persons as having a bond with each other, regardless of their 
sex. Older women, on the other hand, chose as a favorite a stock photo with the focus on a 
social caring connotation, even if that related to the other sex. Their comments demonstrated 
this: social connection, authentic, love. 
 
What are the policy implications for organizations aiming at offering digital 
information for a diverse group of senior citizens? 
 
Older people’s identification with others of their generation in pictures representing them 
offers much potential for research. In this study, I conducted an explorative and qualitative 
study (i.e., a visual semiotic analysis) that aimed at generating preliminary insights into the 
different ways older respondents make sense of stock photos on Web sites. Organizations 
have a clear interest in the outcomes of this research in that their choice of images do not 
need to represent simply space fillers or an attractive Web page design. This research 
demonstrates that older target groups can also identify with the persons depicted in stock 
photos accompanying the products and services organizations present on their Web sites. If 
these organizations wish to be as inclusive as possible, they should take into account the 
diversity of ways the heterogeneous group of older people identify with images in general 
and stock photos in particular.  

I agree with Cole who already in 1992 took a critical stance toward positive images of old 
age, a plea that is still valid today for balanced visual representation, avoiding representing 
older people uniquely as eternally youthful senior citizens. This might help them to identify 
with depicted older people in stock photos that resemble themselves or the situation in which 
they live as much as possible, so they would be willing to use this information instead of 
turning away from it.  

I have no desire to denigrate the accomplishments of science and medicine or to return to 
the “good old days” of Calvinism when people where reconciled to the vicissitudes of 
aging and death by virtue of faith. … For all its accomplishments, the cultural hegemony of 
science intensifies the pathos of aging in a society devoted to the limitless pursuit of 
individual health and wealth.  In the last twenty years, we have witnessed an important 
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social movement aimed at eliminating age discrimination and at generating new positive 
images of old age. But this recent attack on ageism—as valuable as it is—has yet to 
confront the de-meaning of aging rooted in modern culture’s relentless hostility toward 
decay and dependency. (Cole, 1992, p. xxvi). 

Multiple approaches exist to help organizations to pay attention to aged heterogeneity on 
their Web sites. One particularly fruitful approach is using a designing for dynamic diversity 
approach for an organizational digital information policy for a diverse group of senior 
citizens. This approach, developed by Gregor, Newell and Zajicek (2002, p. 152), originally 
aimed at enabling designers of computing systems to be aware of “the decline in the 
cognitive, physical and sensory function” of older people. However, Gregor et al.’s insights 
also can be used to underscore the need to visually represent older people in a dynamically 
diversified way by taking into account differences related to age, sex, housing situation (e.g., 
living together or alone), and the degree of vitality. So, organizations could use the research 
design and insights from this study to set up focus groups (Morgan, 1996) that would help 
them understand diversity in identification before putting stock photos on their Web sites. 
After such focus groups, individual interviews could be conducted and observations be made 
regarding how such stock photos affect senior citizens by making use of the visual semiotic 
research tool focusing on older people’s connotations. Once the results are known, Web 
designers could put a mixture of photos on their organization’s site that takes into account the 
various ways a diverse group of older people identifies with such pictures, and thus the 
accompanying products and services the older people need. 

 
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND SOCIETY 
 

This explorative qualitative empirical study aimed at offering insight into the role of online 
stock photos in the identification processes of a diverse group of senior citizens. The methods 
used to collect and analyze the data could be used for future quantitative studies in this field 
and expanded to include international context. This might lead to a better information policy 
that takes into account the significance of visual identification when providing services for 
senior citizens.  

As noted above, a variety of research methods are available for organizational Web 
designers to consciously address visually the diversity of senior citizens represented in the stock 
photographs (or any other images) when deciding the design elements of their site. When in 
doubt, employing a designing for dynamic diversity approach would be most beneficial. Using 
focus groups to test the salience, valence, and potency of thoughts and feelings of senior citizen 
informants regarding their identification with options under consideration by the designer would 
be an essential step in the designer’s well-informed decisions on inclusive images.  

While the above implications are important for organizations and their designers, the 
importance of these images goes beyond how senior citizens identify with the images of their 
age cohort on Web pages. These images also can influence and impact younger viewers in 
their impressions of old age and old people. In societies that emphasize equality and full, 
active citizenship in all stages of adult life, complete and accurate visual representations of 
senior citizens benefits the society as a whole.  
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ENDNOTES 
 

1. Reprint permission by Staatliche Museen Berlin. 
2. The third age is a long period of well-being (Laslett, 1999; Loos, 2013) that precedes the concept of the 

fourth age, a short, painful descent into decay (Higgs & Gilleard, 2015; Loos, 2013). 
3. ANBO, the Dutch association for older people, bought the stock photos from 

https://www.istockphoto.com/nl, https://www.shutterstock.com/home and 
https://www.nationalebeeldbank.nl/#0 and allowed me to use them for this paper. Despite several 
attempts, the photographers of these images could not be determined at this time.  

4. This same photo was P3 in Set 1, but this time I used this photo to examine if living together or alone 
would affect the choice of the most identifiable photo. 

5. This set includes two photos used previously as P6 and P7 in Set 3. However,  this time I used these 
two photos to contrast them with P13 to examine also the role of age (older old 80+) versus younger 
old (50–59, 60–69, 70–79), the situation of living together or alone, and/or how the holiday setting 
would affect the choice of the most identifiable photo. 
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