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Abstract 
This thesis explores the political discourse´s portrayal of elderly needs in Sweden, as well as 

discourses the lived effects on the elderly population. The study is guided by the following 

research questions 1) What is the current political discourses construction of elderly´s needs? 

And 2) How could this discourse affect the elderly population? To fulfil the purpose and 

answer the research questions the study utilizes a critical discourse analysis. The study also 

employs a wide theoretical foundation with central concepts deriving both from a general 

sociological tradition, such as symbolic interactionism. As well as more specialized 

gerontological theories, such as ageism and structured dependency. By using a thematic 

analysis as well as a synthesising analysis the study provided both an in-depth and collected 

depiction of the discourse on elderly needs as well as its lived effects. The analysis found four 

thematics of interest, a) Emotional needs b) elderly´s need of others c) organizational needs 

and d) basic amenities. All of which were characterized by a dystopian and ageist portrayal of 

old age. Seemingly based on ageist stereotypes rather than the characteristics of the actual 

demographic. Similarly, the overall narrative showed that elderly where portrayed as a 

homogenized collective of others. The narrative also depicted elderly as a very simple, 

dependant and burdensome demographic. The lived effects were varied under the thematic 

analysis, these could be characterized under two overarching trends. Firstly, the risk that 

elderly embrace the dystopian role depicted in the discourse. Secondly the discourses skewed 

portrayal of elderly can lead to less effective and potentially destructive policies and resource 

allocation. 

 

 

Keywords: Elderly, Needs, Critical discourse analysis, Political discourse, Lived effects, 

Sweden, Gerontology, Ageism, Structured dependency, Symbolic interactionism. 
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Introduction 

In today’s day and age, the median age of the world is increasing. The reasons why are many, 

both urbanization and modernisation has been discussed as contributory factors. These factors 

are thought to have increased living standards. It is further theorized that this increased living 

standard and an ability to rely on social insurance has phased out the need for large families. 

Meaning that the older generations are comparatively large in relation to the younger populous 

(Statistiska centralbyrån, 2018; see Holgersson, 2002). 

 

In Sweden however, this increase in median age poses some practical concerns for the public 

sector. The public sector relies on a large base of tax payers for its financing, while the 

beneficiaries of the public sector are relatively few. However, the increase in median age infers 

a larger quantity of non-tax paying pensioners which in turn can underfinance the system. This 

is particularly true for Sweden and other Nordic countries as they have a relatively large public 

sector in comparison to the rest of the world. Meaning that many functions of society such as 

eldercare are very much reliant on the public sector (Holgersson, 2008). While there are many 

kinds of beneficiaries utilizing the public sector in Sweden, some of the elderly population is 

certainly included. Which, given the increase in median age, also means that there is an increase 

in demand from the public sector.  

 

Given the ageing society and its subsequent effect on the public sector, it should be of no 

surprise that the elderly are frequently discussed in Swedish politics. Especially on a national 

level where elderly are discussed both in terms of the country’s financial situation, but also in 

terms of eldercare and the needs of the elderly in general. Furthermore, many polls show that 

the question of eldercare was ranked among the most important topics for voters in the 2018 

election. Indicating that the topic of eldercare is relevant in the current political debate (Novus, 

2018; Sveriges television, 2018a). All of which raises the question of how the elderly and their 

needs are being discussed in the political arena.  

 

Previous research regarding the political discussions of elderly has been conducted, mainly 

within gerontological science where researchers utilized various types of discourse analysis to 

interpret the political discussions. However, the research tends to focus on how the political 

sphere portray the elderly identity. Often presenting general thematics and characterizations of 

the elderly person (see Pulkku and Tynkkynen, 2016; Weicht, 2013). This focus on the elderly 
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individual, while fruitful in and of its own, has not encompassed the complex aspects of the 

elderly population as it is made up of multiple aspects of interest. For example, I have found no 

study that has a clear focus on how the political discourse portrays the elderly’s needs. 

 

While many articles touch on the subject of needs it tends to be mechanistically included in the 

characterization of the elderly individual. Thereby drawing conclusions on the discourse of 

elderly needs, whilst motivating it with general depictions of the elderly person (see Pulkku and 

Tynkkynen, 2016; Weicht, 2013). I believe that by simply including the needs of the elderly in 

to such depictions one cannot completely understand its complexity. Furthermore, I believe 

such research can overlook aspects that could be of great interest to gerontological science and 

potentially have great societal benefits. In other words, there is a knowledge gap in our 

understanding of how the political sphere discusses elderly needs and it is the intention of this 

study to fill it. 

  

The purpose of this dissertation is therefore to examine how the current political discourse in 

Sweden portrays elderly’s needs. Furthermore, the potential effects on the elderly population 

will be analysed. This Will be done through a critical discourse analysis of a political debate in 

the Swedish parliament with a certain focus on the discursive effects. The study is guided by 

the following research questions: 

 

1. What is the current political discourses construction of elderly needs? 

2. How could this discourse affect the elderly population? 
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Previous research 

Before delving in to the theoretical and methodological frameworks for the dissertation it would 

first be apt to, more extensively, discuss previous research. While the dissertation utilized 

various forms of literature for its theoretical and methodological guidelines. The previous 

research was collected through a systematic literature review. Using keywords and synonyms 

related to the purpose. The searches where conducted in the ProQuest search engines 

Sociological abstracts (SOCAB) and International bibliography of social sciences (IBSS). After 

a systematic exclusion process a total of eight articles were included. This inclusion and 

exclusion process was made in relation to the purpose. To elaborate the literature review utilized 

an exclusion criteria being that articles which doesn’t have a macro perspective on the political 

discourses construction of elderly or elderly´s needs will be excluded. This criterion is 

motivated by the purpose of the study. In other words, the exclusion criteria were established 

in order to systematically exclude articles not relevant to the purpose of the paper. Some 

inclusion criteria was also utilized, the literature review only included peer reviewed articles 

that was written after 2005. These inclusion criteria were determined in order to ensure that the 

search only yielded recent and transparent studies with sound quality. The included articles and 

their main contents are also outlined in appendix 1. The Previous research gained from the 

systematic literature review will be utilized to gain an initial understanding of the research field 

while also serving as methodological and theoretical inspiration. The previous research will 

also be used for affirming similar results and comparing key differences in the coding phase.  

 

In the previous research most of the studies concerning the discourse of elderly are pertaining 

to the medial portrayal of elderly. And while relatively little research regarding the political 

discourse of elderly exists, some articles centred around the political sphere specifically. The 

majority of those politically inclined studies, that were found, particularly focused on the 

discourses portrayal of the elderly demographic. Most of these studies shows that the elderly 

were portrayed as a more or less homogenous collective. A homogeneity imposed on the elderly 

population was described to have a negative character. Depicting the older population as a 

“problem” or “Issue” (Beard and Williamson, 2011; Bye & Aberdeen, 2011; see Paz, Doron & 

Aviad, 2018).  

 

Other studies centre around the depiction of the elderly person. Finding that the elderly person 

was often reduced to very simple characterizations. Pulkku & Tynkkynen (2016) for an 
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example found three characterizations in a Finnish parliamentary debate. Their findings showed 

that elderly were either discussed as either as the dependant, the active or the deserving (Pulkku 

& Tynkkynen, 2016). 

 

The depiction of elderly as dependant characterized the elderly in a constant need from societal 

institutions. This depiction of elderly was, according to the authors, often patronizing, rendering 

the elderly as un-autonomous and in a position of need from both public and private institutions 

(Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). The depiction of the elderly as deserving on the other hand 

characterized the elderly as deserving of society’s help rather than dependency. This 

characterization was more so centred around the rights and obligations rather than need and 

help (Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). Lastly the elderly was also depicted as “the active”. The 

authors found that many ministers of parliament (MP´s) in the Finnish parliament equate the 

good life for an elderly person with an active life. The authors draw parallels to the activity 

ideal posed by the world health organization, which has since been adopted by many western 

countries (Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). While the needs of elderly weren’t the focus of either 

study generated through the literature review, the needs are still discussed. Often in the context 

of such successful ageing ideologies such as active ageing. The needs of the elderly could 

thereby be interpreted as being what the elderly person needs to do in order to reach this state 

of successful ageing 

 

Successful ageing is a concept cantered around how the elderly person can age whilst still 

retaining a reasonable standard of living. Thereby successful ageing can be interpreted as 

being very ideological in nature. General consensus within the articles are that the” active 

ageing” ideal is the dominant theory of successful ageing (Hafford-Letchfield, 2014; Dillaway 

& Byrnes, 2009; Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016; Paz, Aviad, 2018).  

 

Active ageing then is a concept presented by the world health organization and is cantered 

round the ideal of mental and physical activity as a way to age successfully. Supporters of active 

ageing argue that maintaining an active lifestyle when reaching a senior age helps to maintain 

a holistic wellbeing (World health organization, 2019b). 

 

However, the majority of the authors were also critical to the grand theory of active ageing. 

Dillaway and Byrnes (2009) argued that successful ageing is very contextually bound and that 

demographical factors can prohibit an elderly individual from reaching the active ideal, as 
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portrayed by the active ageing theory. Hafford-Letchfield (2014) concurred and furthermore 

argued that this kind of grand theory can be harmful for the individuals who does not or cannot 

reach this ideal. The individuals could then, according to the author, be subjected to 

exclusionary effects and self-fulfilling prophecies of loneliness and unhappiness (See Dillaway 

& Byrnes, 2009; Hafford-Letchfield, 2014). In response to this, some of the authors instead 

chose to propose alternative ideals of successful ageing that is more inclusive and contextually 

sensitive in character. For example, transcendence theory, discussed by Dillaway and Byrnes 

(2009).  

 

Transcendence theory is a common alternative to the activity ideals posed by activity theory 

and instead advocates a peaceful transition to senior age by severing unnecessary and 

superfluous ties to society. Transcendence therefore refers to how the elderly person transcends 

from these social relationships and by doing so embracing their senior age (see Dillaway & 

Byrnes). Transcendence theory can be said to have a more favourable image of a decrease in 

activity, sometimes describing it as inevitable and tranquil. Thereby transcendence theory is 

often characterized as a reaction towards the activity ideals in society. That being said, the 

previous research still shows that transcendence theory hasn’t had the same impact as activity 

theory. Subsequently it is less dominant in the discourse. 

 

Aberdeen and Bye (2011) however, stand critical to the notion of successful ageing altogether. 

Arguing that successful ageing ideals has turned the societal issues of elder care and an ageing 

population in to a personal issue of self-fulfilment for the elderly person. Thereby shifting state 

support to private responsibilities. The author also argues that the societal issues in the political 

discourse has been undermined by a subjective understanding of successful ageing. Thereby 

leaving out the societal issues concerning the elderly population (Aberdeen & Bye, 2011). In 

other words, the successful ageing ideals have turned the societal issues facing elderly in to a 

personal matter for the elderly person to deal with. Which in turn has a derogatory effect on the 

political discourse as the macro issues discussed are turned to micro issues for the elderly to 

solve. 

 

To summarize the previous knowledge gained from the literature review one can say that most 

of the articles discuss the needs of the elderly through simplified characteristics of elderly 

people or through theoretical concepts of successful ageing. Some of the articles also consider 

the fact that the needs are constructed through the normative ideals of successful ageing. 
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Central concepts 
To interpret the results of the study I will use several theories and central concepts. Some having 

a meta-theoretical inclination while others are of a more gerontological and sociological 

character. This means that the theoretical foundation strays somewhat from the normative 

theories within discourse analysis. While the approach chosen for this study is deliberate and 

functional it merits some elaboration as to how particular theoretical concepts are utilized in 

the paper. While the individual theories contribution will be detailed under the respective 

headings, it does seem that they collectively provide a sufficient and unitary theoretical 

foundation. While more typical linguistic concepts within discourse analysis can provide a more 

straightforward way to interpret the discourse. The concepts chosen for this dissertation can 

provide a different more person centred approach to discourse analysis. To elaborate, the use 

of critical realism and symbolic interactionism in favour of traditional theories can, arguably, 

highlight the role of the elderly demographic more in the analysis. Additionally, the use of 

gerontologically inclined theories make the results more transferable to other gerontological 

observations that use similar theories. 

 

The downside of such a use of theory however, is that the theoretical foundations are less 

developed for discourse analysis. Subsequently demanding a greater deal of central concepts to 

explain the discourse. Additionally, when applying such concepts, the analysis can become 

somewhat eclectic. Despite these disadvantages, the theoretical foundations of the paper are 

functional and most certainly original. Making it apt for the exploratory purpose of this study.  

 

Bhaskar´s TMSA-model 
The first theory that will be used is the Transformational model of social activity, or the TMSA-

model. First coined by Roy Bhaskar (2011) the TMSA-model is a meta-theoretical illustration 

of how society interacts with the individual when shaping and reshaping social codes and 

knowledge. Essentially depicting the process in which individuals are shaped by society, as 

well as how individuals shape the society they are in. The model is characterized by a dualistic 

ontology. Meaning that it portrays the world on two plains, that of society and that of the 

individual. These levels then interact with each other in the process of socialization. Showing 

both how the individual takes the role enforced by society and how individuals have an effect 

on societal structures over time (Bhaskar, 2011; see Bhaskar 2002). 
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Figure 1: Bhaskar´s TMSA-model 

 
 

Note: Based on Bhaskar´s TMSA-Model (2011, p.73). 

 

The mechanisms that explain the interaction between the individual and structural levels of 

reality are often called causal mechanisms. These mechanisms are very central within the 

critical realist tradition. However, Bhaskar (2011) and many other critical realists argue that 

causal mechanisms are far too complex for humans to observe or comprehend directly. 

Researchers must then use analytical tools for understanding their effect (Bhaskar, 2011). One 

can say that the causal mechanisms is a black box, and while the box can’t be opened we can 

see the outcome and its origins through certain analytical tools. For an example the transfactual 

analysis.  

 

The transfactual analysis is a common analytical tool within critical realism and consists of 

proposing an alternative reality and analysing what separates this reality from that observed in 

the empirical material. In other words, the transfactual analysis pose an alternative reality where 

certain causal mechanisms do not exist. One could then understand what effects the causal 

mechanisms have had (Danemark, Ekström & Jakobsen, 2001). For an example. If one 

imagines a world where a middle aged man is discussed identically to an older person one can 

understand what effects the causal mechanisms have had in in the discourse. Subsequently also 

showing how the elderly are differentiated from other adults in the discourse. Furthermore, the 

addition and usage of transfactual analyses benefits the otherwise very meta-theoretical and to 

some extent empirically disconnected TMSA-model. 

 

The choice of a critical realist metatheory, through the TMSA-model, in a discourse analysis is 

considered somewhat unorthodox (see Bhaskar, 2011). This choice of theoretical foundation 

was consciously chosen in order to potentially find new insights within the discourse. 
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Particularly in how the discourse shapes the elderly demographics needs as separate from the 

rest of the population, which can be beneficially understood through the TMSA-model and 

transfactual analyses.  

 

In the dissertation the TMSA-model will serve as the papers meta-theoretical foundation, 

subsequently, it will be used more indirectly than other theories. More precisely the models use 

will be twofold. It will partly serve as the functional understanding of the political discourses 

role when shaping and reshaping our perception of elderly needs. The model will also provide 

a meta-theoretical context for- and be practically integrated through the use of transfactual 

analysis’s. 

 

Foucault’s Power 
Another central concept is the Foucault’s (1980) view on power within a discourse. As with 

many theories regarding discourse, “discursive power” was coined by Michel Foucault (1969). 

The author argued that the power dynamics within a discourse was of central importance in 

understanding the truth in a discourse and how it is constructing. To elaborate, Foucault (1980) 

saw truth as an accepted opinion within in a discourse which then functioned as “true”. For an 

example, if society accepted a discourse which argued for elderly as a burden, then this would 

in effect be true (Foucault, 1980; Foucault, 1969; see Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). 

 

The accepted truth within a particular discourse is usually referred to as a truth regime. The 

theoretical concept of a truth regime bares resemblance to that of paradigms in that they 

reproduce their knowledge or “truth” to others. Yet they are still interchangeable, a flux in 

political and economic ideologies can increase the resistance towards a particular truth regime 

eventually replacing it with another generally accepted discourse. However, this change is inert 

as the truth regimes tend to resist such changes by sanctioning undesired opinions that 

contradicts the status quo of a particular discourse (Foucault, 1980; Foucault, 1969).  

 

The Actors performing such sanctions are often referred to as the influential actors within a 

discourse. Influential actors are the individuals and organizations within a discourse that have 

more or less power to determine what is being accepted as true in a particular discourse. While 

Foucault (1980) argued that power is not necessarily embodied by a particular individual or 

organization as such, modern research argues that some actors tend to have more influence over 

a discourse. Subsequently making them of more interest to study in order to functionally 
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understand the mechanisms of power within a discourse (Foucault, 1980; see Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2018). Such a focus was also deemed particularly apt for this study as the 

dissertations utilizes several concepts not necessarily native to discourse analysis. The 

Foucauldian view of power was therefore appropriated to strengthen the thesis focus on power 

as well as its connection to discursive theory. 

 

In the dissertation Discursive power will be used as a theoretical understanding of the power 

dynamics within a discourse. This theoretical foundation will be utilized in the synthesising 

analysis, comparing the finds of the paper to the theoretical knowledge about discourses and 

power. This will be done in order to synthesize the knowledge gained from the thematics, as 

well as strengthening the overall analysis. 

 

Ageism 

Ageism can be defined as the discrimination against people on the basis of their age (World 

Health organisation, 2019a). While this definition pertains to all manner of age related 

discrimination it is commonly used when discussing prejudice directed towards the elderly 

demographic. Ageism can exist in many forms, from workplace discriminations and 

patronizing, to physical abuse. Ageism is also used as a theoretical concept to identify rhetoric 

that have a derogatory effect on the elderly population (Andersson, 2008). This rhetorical aspect 

of ageism is particularly relevant when studying discourse as the social construction of elderly 

and how it might be influenced by ageist values (Phelan, 2017). 

 

When discussing ageism, it is certainly commonplace to take into account the role of 

stereotypes. While the stereotypification in and of itself can be seen as a form of ageism, for an 

example the ageist stereotypes of elderly as frail. Stereotypes also serve as a mechanism that 

enables ageism (see Phelan, 2017). The stereotypes then are observed as the perceptions that 

shape our understanding of elderly, which in turn leads to ageist actions. For an example if 

someone were to not hire an elderly person because of the stereotype that elderly are frail. 

 

In these examples the stereotypification on the basis of age can lead to negative preconceptions 

of the elderly population. While these stereotypes are not necessarily derogatory many 

gerontological researchers have found that the majority of such stereotypes bare a negative 

connotation. The negative stereotypification then constructs and perpetuates ageism, 
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subsequently leading to social marginalization (Bye & Aberdeen, 2011; see Paz, Doron & 

Aviad, 2018; see Beard & Williamson, 2011; Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). 

 

In the dissertation ageism will be defined as the theoretical concept of age related discrimination 

through stereotypes. This will serve as an overarching theoretical foundation in the paper and 

will be used in order to conceptualize the negative constructions of elderly in the discourse. 

 

Symbolic interactionism 

Symbolic interactionism is a theoretical framework cantered around the meta-theoretical notion 

of the world as constructed by symbols. One of the perspectives most central themes is that 

humans are interpreting their environment rather than observing it. Subsequently attributing the 

observed phenomena with symbolic meaning. One can say that the symbols act as social objects 

created by its interpreter. The theory also argues that these symbols are used for maintaining 

the societies in which we exist. Allowing us to pass down knowledge from generation to 

generation (Charon, 2007). This notion then, implies that social meaning can be maintained 

through long periods of time through symbols. For an example one can maintain and reproduce 

ageist preconceptions through a discourse. One can also draw parallels to the TMSA-model and 

how is describes socialization. The symbols could then be described as the product of causal 

mechanisms. 

 

Another less meta-theoretical theory associated with symbolic interactionism is role theory. 

Role theory is a theoretical notion suggesting that humans in a society take on certain roles. 

Roles which are associated with certain attributes. For an example the role of the elderly which 

is often associated with grey hair, a decrease in activity and cognitive function. Symbolic 

interactionism argues that symbols are a central factor for socialization. Or in other terms 

constructing social roles (Charon, 2007). These roles can then can then be interpreted as the 

results of the symbolic value prescribed to an individual of a certain situation. If one shares 

some characteristics, or symbols, with a certain role, the person will be expected to act in 

accordance with this role. For an example if a person reaches senior age one will expect a 

certain type of behaviour from this individual. These expectations are then based on the 

preconceptions associated with an elderly individual.  
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Symbolic interactionism is usually discussed in terms of grounded theory and is therefore used 

primarily on a micro level for examining interpersonal communication. In fact some would 

argue that symbolic interactionism is only fit to analyse interactions on an interpersonal level. 

Handberg et al. (2014) however, argues that symbolic interactionism can have a more general 

applicability. The authors found that symbolic interactionism can be used as a theoretical lens 

in a variety of disciplines within social science. A lens for uncovering socially constructed 

meaning from social interactions on a micro as well as macro level (Handberg et al, 2014). Or 

in other words, one can functionally use the concepts of role theory and symbolic meaning as 

analytical tools in all manner of analyses, including those on a macro level. 

 

By using symbolic interactionism in accordance with these authors, the theory could be 

functionally utilized to uncover symbolic rhetoric and deep-sated stereotypes in a discourse. An 

approach which is further corroborated by researchers like Weicht (2013) and Plath (2008) 

whose findings suggest that ageism is socially constructed in the discourse, and that this ageism 

is expressed through symbolic rhetoric. Essentially meaning that the statements in a discourse 

has some symbolic value (Weicht, 2013; Plath; 2008). A symbolic value which in turn can be 

analysed using symbolic interactionism. This way of using symbolic interactionism then 

becomes a re-interpretation of the discourse to a symbolic value, which is apt for explaining the 

characterization of individual needs. The use of symbolic interactionism in favour of more 

traditional theories within discourse analysis then was consciously made to maintain a stronger 

focus on the elderly as a subject of study. To elaborate, the choice of symbolic interactionism 

was motivated by the theory´s ability to explain, both discursive content, as well as general 

sociological phenomena within gerontology. This was deemed important in order to make the 

results of the study transferable to future research on elderly´s needs. The addition of symbolic 

interactionism as a central concept then does seem to provide a functional and fruitful 

theoretical foundation for the analysis, all be it in somewhat of a roundabout way. 

 

In the dissertation Symbolic interactionism will be defined as the understanding of social 

interaction as constituted by symbols. The theory will be utilized for understanding symbolic 

rhetoric in the discourse by observing the symbolic meaning attributed to the construction of 

elderly needs. For an example if the elderly demographic is constructed as very sick, the needs 

are characterized as extensive and somatic. 
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Structured dependency. 

Structured dependency is a concept developed by Peter Townsend (1981) and centres around 

the state’s role in constructing the elderly population. According to the author the state has a 

very normative role, which is reflected in the institutions surrounding eldercare. More precisely, 

Townsend (1981) argues that the state is constructing a passive elderly population that is 

dependent on societal institutions to cater for their everyday needs. In other words, the state is 

constructing both the needs and the solution for the elderly population, thus becoming 

dependent (Townsend, 1981). Structured dependency therefore serves as both a depiction of 

how the needs of the elderly are produced and a depiction how the state maintains the status 

quo through a cycle of creating and accommodation of needs (see Townsend 1981).  

 

While the theory itself stems from a sociological tradition it appropriates an interdisciplinary 

perspective, observing both economic and political aspects of gerontology. For an example 

depicting elderly as economically dependent through the pension system. Structured 

dependency also shares similar characteristics with ageist theory and can be characterized as an 

extension of ageism. Especially when concerning the lived effects on a macro level and 

Townsends (1981) argument about structured dependency’s marginalizing effect. The author 

noted that the states construction and accommodation of elderly’s needs can, in a sense, phase 

out elderly from society. Turning the demographic in to beneficiaries of society rather than 

members of society (see Townsend, 1981). One can say that structured dependency depicts the 

ageist tendencies within the structures of society, especially those related to eldercare, such as 

the political government. 

 

In the dissertation structured dependency will be defined as an extension of ageism depicting 

the states normative role in constructing the needs for the elderly (see Townsend 1981). The 

theory will be utilized to further explore the normative role the state has in the discourse as well 

as the subsequent lived effects for the elderly population. 
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Method 

Before discussing the methodological choices made in the paper it would seem apt to define 

what a discourse is. According to Mullet (2018) a discourse can generally be defined as the 

creative use of language as a social practice. The discourse can also be defined as the way we 

convey and construct social phenomena (Mullet, 2018). For an example the way we discuss 

elderly in politics can be interpreted as societies construction of elderly as a social phenomenon. 

The discourse subsequently plays a part in how we understand the elderly population. 

Therefore, a discourse can be viewed as a manifestation of power since the prominent figures 

within a discourse impact our understanding of a social phenomenon, such as elderly’s needs 

(Mullet, 2018). For an example, if the discourse emphasises that elderly are the responsibility 

of the family and not the state than the societal debate would be impacted. Perhaps opinions 

would change in accordance with the discourse or the discourses construction would be resisted 

and opposed. 

 

While discourse exists on all levels of society the focus of this study will be on the discourses 

on a macro level. This focus seems apt as the disposition concerns the political discussions in 

Sweden. It is quite reasonable to consider the discourse to be somewhat meta-theoretical. 

Discourses and discourse analysis, particularly the earlier conceptions presented by Foucault 

(1981), is often criticised for having a lack of empirical significance. To elaborate, the since the 

discourse is an amalgamation of social constructions it is hard to significantly impact it or to 

pose criticism towards it (see Foucault 1981; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). One way of 

combating the abstractness of a discourse is to utilize a stronger focus on the power relations 

within a discourse. This can be done by using a more recent development of a discourse analysis 

called a Critical discourse analysis (CDA). 

 

Therefore, the chosen methodology for this study is a critical discourse analysis. CDA is a 

qualitative analytical approach for critically examining a discourse conceived by linguistics 

professor Norman Fairclough in 1989. While CDA shares many similarities with discourse 

analysis (DA). Such as the understanding and analysis of language as a social practice, as well 

as how prominent statements within a discourse can be indicative of the discourses construction 

of a phenomena. CDA has a particular focus on the lingual manifestations of power and other 

social phenomena such as social identities and societal institutions (Fairclough, 2013; see 

Fairclough, 1989). 
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To elaborate, CDA has an interest in not only understanding the discourse but also how the 

discourse affects power relations in society. This is done by analysing how the lingual portrayal 

of a social phenomenon impacts certain groups in society. For an example how the portrayal of 

elderly´s needs reflect the actual characteristics of the elderly demographic, and what effects 

this can have on the elderly population. By critically evaluating the content within a discourse 

and its power relations, CDA seeks to explain and display societies construction of social 

phenomena (see Fairclough, 2013, Mullet, 2018). This focus on power is also why CDA is 

considered particularly apt for analysing the discourses that affect marginalized groups in 

society, such as the elderly (Mullet, 2018). This methodology was therefore deemed applicable 

since the disposition aims to understand both the way elderly’s needs are constructed through 

the discourse as well as how this construction can effect the elderly population. 

 

While there is no unitary approach to conducting a CDA it generally consists of a predetermined 

method where the empirical material is collected from a representative sample, which is then 

systematically coded and analysed. This study has utilized no established framework, however, 

the study conducted by Pulkku and Tynkkynen (2016) and the methodological framework laid 

out by Mullet (2018) has served as inspiration. Specifically, Mullet´s (2018) methodological 

article on CDA will be utilized as the main source of information regarding CDA, while Pulkku 

and Tynkkynen´s (2016) article will serve as inspiration on how discourse analysis can be 

applied to a political debate. 

 

The study also utilized an analysis of thematics as well as a synthesising analysis. The addition 

of a synthesising analysis was made in order to compile the different thematics to one 

overarching narrative. This narrative is then further analysed in order to strengthen the 

conclusions of the paper, since the results become less fragmented. Secondly the synthesising 

analysis was deemed necessary in order to analyse the discourses power relations in a satisfying 

manner. To elaborate, the analysis of power dynamics within the discourse would be less 

fragmented if applied to the overall narrative instead of the thematics (see Mullet, 2018). 
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Sample method 

After establishing the methodological foundations of the paper the sampling process begun. 

When choosing empirical material for a study, Mullet (2018) underlines that the empirical 

material must be indicative of the discourse. And while the Mullet (2018) makes no distinction 

between written or spoken word, the author argues that the material must correspond to the 

discourse chosen for the analysis as well as the study’s disposition (see Mullet, 2018). In the 

case of this study, the empirical material must be indicative of the political discourse on 

elderly’s needs. Therefore, I have chosen a televised political debate concerning the elderly’s 

situation in Sweden. This recording was procured by searching the Swedish governments 

website for parliamentary debates on elderly during the years 2018-2019. The chosen debate 

took place in late march of 2018 and was 61 minutes long resulting in a 7 695-word 

transcription. The transcription consisted of 12 statements from 8 MP´s representing all of the 

8 parliamentary parties. The debates tone was relatively un-polemic which resulted in a very 

general discussion of elderly needs as well as the governments approach to eldercare 

 

The debate was deemed indicative for the political discourse as it enabled the party 

representatives to freely express their party’s opinion on the needs of elderly. Furthermore, the 

inclusion was motivated by the fact that the debate was one of very few general debates on the 

topic of elderly needs in the selected time period. The time aspect was considered to be 

important as discourses are generally time sensitive. It was therefore necessary to include a 

relatively recent debate, as older debates would misrepresent the contemporary discourse of 

interest in this dissertation. While there were debates on specific policy issues in the selected 

time period, such as pension reform, these were excluded since they pertained to specific elderly 

needs and not the general perspective concerned in this thesis. The chosen debate was therefore 

the only debate deemed appropriate for the purpose of this study. 

 

Coding scheme/Procedure 

After collecting the empirical material, the coding process commenced. For coding I utilized 

an inductive coding approach. Meaning that the themes were determined during the reading of 

the empirical material (see Mullet, 2018). This choice of coding method was motivated by the 

exploratory purpose of the study. To elaborate, since the purpose of the paper is to explore the 

current political discourse and its effect on elderly, an equally explorative coding strategy was 

deemed most applicable. Furthermore, this way of coding is reducing the risk for biasness 
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towards previous research as it remains open to finding new categories within the empirical 

material, that does not occur in previous research (see Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). While the 

previous knowledge gained from similar studies was utilized later on in the coding, it did not 

have a central role. 

 

The coding was conducted using the coding programme Nvivo and followed three general steps 

(1) a preliminary reading, (2) an in-depth reading, and (3) a control reading. Since the empirical 

material from the debate was already transcribed the reading could begin directly. During the 

primary reading, the material was briefly read in its entirety. This was conducted in order to 

determine the materials applicability for the study, primarily considering its content in relation 

to the purpose of the study. Considerations were also made regarding the scope of the material 

and whether additional material was needed. The addition of more empirical was eventually 

deemed unnecessary as the collected material maintained a high quality with extensive material 

of interest to the disposition. In other words, the debate was deemed sufficient for exploring the 

political discourses view on elderly needs. 

 

During the second, more in depth, reading most of the actual coding took place. Textual samples 

which concerned the elderly populations needs were identified. Similar samples were reduced 

to core messages and similar messages was categorised as themes to be analysed (Pulkku & 

Tynkkynen, 2016). For an example, one statement concerned the elderly’s need for joy. Which 

was then reduced to its core message and categorized with similar samples under the theme of 

emotional needs. 

 

A third control reading was also conducted, during which the textual excerpts were re-examined 

to find out if they could fit under more than one theme, or if they could constitute a new theme 

altogether (see Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). It was also during the third reading of the material 

that categories and conclusions of the previous research was considered and compared to the 

existing categories. This was done in order to find alternative interpretations of the text samples 

and to strengthen the reliability of previous interpretations made under the second reading. 
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Ethical considerations 

Before delving in to the dissertations central concepts it seems appropriate to have a brief ethical 

discussion. Considering both the ethical implications of the method as well as the conclusions 

and its proceeding analysis. 

 

General considerations of research ethics can be discussed in relation to the four ethical 

demands posed by the Swedish research council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). While these ethical 

demands are deemed not applicable to transcripts of a political debate, some considerations 

have been made regarding the anonymity of actors within the debate (Vetenskapsråden, 2002). 

 

While complete anonymization was deemed unnecessary given that the politicians are acting 

as a public person, representing their party in a debate of public record, the politicians are still 

not the focal point of the study. Therefore, their names will not be included in this thesis, instead 

they will be referred to as an minister of parliament representing a certain party, for an example, 

“the social democrat MP”. While this means that one can simply establish their identity by 

watching their debate, this way of referring to the MP´s is considered ethically preferable as it 

made critique towards the discourse less centred around individual contribution and more so on 

the discursive content. This focus on the discourse rather than the individual contributions is 

imperative from both an analytical as well as an ethical standpoint. Which is why the thesis 

strives to maintain such a focus throughout. 

 

Furthermore, some ethical considerations can be made in regards to the thesis critique of current 

gerontological science. The dissertation strives to conduct a critical discussion of current 

research with an overarching goal to enhance the field of gerontology. I, the author, therefore 

made efforts to present a truthful and considerate criticism in line with the general ethical 

guidelines on good research practice posed by the Swedish research council (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2017) In other words, the critique posed in the dissertation has the intention to contribute to the 

field, rather than diminishing the work of other researchers. Subsequently the paper strives to 

maintain a perspective of constructive criticism throughout. 
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Limitations 

Reliability 

The methodology and the choices made is clearly presented in order to conduct a transparent 

study. However, one potential issue with reliability can be identified in the choice of using no 

predetermined categories for coding. While predetermined categories would make for a more 

reliable study they were deemed unfit given the study’s exploratory purpose. Furthermore, the 

categories were compared to similar studies in order to accommodate this potential issue and 

strengthen the overall reliability.  

 

Another potential issue with the reliability of the study can be identified in the dissertations use 

of previous research, that studies discourses of various context, in order to analyse a political 

discourse in Sweden. This can be problematic since contextual factors may vary and impact the 

results, subsequently decreasing the studies transferability. Therefore, the study has utilized 

previous research in a restrictive way that strictly complements the theoretical observations 

gathered from the empirical material. Additionally, some considerations have been made in 

regards to the transferability of particular articles. For an example the study by Pulkku and 

Tynkkynen (2016) was conducted in Finland which has a welfare system similar to that of 

Sweden. Making some findings easier to transfer to studying the Swedish political discourse. 

 

Validity 

One conceivable limitation in regards to validity can however be identified in the dissertations 

claims on the general discourse concerning elderly. Meaning those discursive aspects not 

specifically concerned with elderly’s needs. This can conceivably be seen as an issue given that 

the dissertation centralizes on the discourse of elderly’s needs not the construction of elderly as 

a whole. This limitation however can be motivated by the fact that elderly’s needs should be 

considered relevant in regards to the construction of elderly. As they are closely correlated its 

difficult, if not impossible, to discuss and analyse one without the other. This potential 

limitation was also considered and amended by complementing claims regarding the 

construction of elderly with a strong theoretical foundation as well as previous research on the 

subject. That being said, the study has strived to maintain a focus on the needs of elderly. 
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Discursive context 
Before continuing with the thematic- and synthesising analysis the discursive context will be 

clarified. Mullet (2018) underlines the importance of such contextual clarification as it acts as 

the analysis point of departure. To present this general depiction of discursive context I will 

begin by defining the general structure of Swedish politics. Secondly I will describe political 

climate from a historical perspective, as well as the political climate at the time of the debate. 

Lastly, the current political climate will be described. 

 

Sweden’s political structure is based on a single chamber system, this chamber, or parliament, 

is called the “riksdag”. The main functions of the riksdag is to vote on legislation, to decide on 

state finances and supervise the governments work. Legislations can be brought to vote by 

either a member of the riksdag, called a motion or by the ruling government, referred to as a 

proposal (Regeringen, 2014). 

 

The riksdag consists of 349 members elected every four years in a general election. The election 

results determine how the 349 seats, or mandates, are to be distributed among the political 

parties. While the political parties inevitably vary throughout history, it has been fairly stable 

since the late 20th century (Regeringen, 2014). Most political parties of today were still in 

parliament since the 1990´s. With some notable exceptions such as the Swedish democrats (SD) 

which entered parliament in 2010. As well as shorter appearances by the Feminist initiative 

party (FI) and the New democracy party (NYD) which were only active for a few years before 

exiting (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 2019). 

 

Contemporarily, and to some extent historically, the political climate can be described on a left-

wing to right-wing spectra. The right wing parties are generally for lower taxes and more or 

less privatising of the public sector. On the other hand, the left wing parties are generally pro 

large public sector and high taxation in accordance with a socialist ideology. At the time of the 

debate this political division between left and right was certainly apparent as it took the form 

of two main coalitions. The left-wing coalition often referred to as the “rödgröna” and the right-

wing coalition called “alliansen” (Regeringen, 2014; see Holgersson, 2008). To further outline 

the political divisions and coalitions at the time of the debate I have constructed the following 

table. 
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Figure 2: Parliamentary divisions at the time of the debate. 

 

 
 

Note: Created for the purpose of this study. Illustrating information gained from the Swedish governments website 

(Regeringen, 2014). 

 

The figure represents a left to right-wing spectra of political ideologies starting from the left 

with the leftist party (V), the social democrats (S) the environmental party (MP), the centre 

party (C), the Liberal party (L), the moderate party (M), the Christian democrats (KD) and the 

Swedish democrats (SD). During the time of the debate Sweden was governed by the majority 

red-green coalition of the social democrats (S), Environmental party (MP) and the leftist party 

(V). The opposition consisted of the Swedish democrats (SD) and the right wing coalition of 

the moderate party (M), the Christian democrats (KD), the liberal party (L) and the centre party 

(C).  

 

In the chosen debate all of the parliamentary parties presented statements declaring the position 

of their parties and their coalition. The debate eventually led to the passing of a law simplifying 

the process for receiving limited elder care. This law passing was agreed upon by a general 

majority with approval from parties within the right- and left-wing coalitions. 

 

Since the debate, and the 2019 election, the politics has somewhat changed. While the current 

political climate is fairly ambiguous, one can say for sure that the aforementioned coalitions 

have been disrupted. The current ruling coalition consists of the social democrats (S) and the 

environmental party (MP) with support from the Leftist party (V), the centre party (C) and the 

liberal party (L). This in turn means that the moderate party (M), the Christian democrats (KD) 

and the Swedish democrats (SD) stand in opposition (see Sveriges television, 2018b; 

Regeringen, 2014). While the argument can be made that this new political structure 

demotivates the study’s focus on a debate before the election. I would argue the contrary as the 

respective parties’ agenda on eldercare is not directly affected by the election. Furthermore, the 
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rhetoric and discursive effect of interest in this study are still of interest as these aspects would 

not be directly affected either. 

 

One aspect that should be noted as a discursive context is the general principle of municipal 

sovereignty. Sweden consist of 290 municipalities which are responsible for, among other 

things, social services and eldercare. These municipalities act under a relative sovereignty 

meaning that they have some autonomy but must still comply with the national guidelines posed 

by the national government (SKL, 2019). One of the main purposes of this decentralized 

governance is that the national guidelines can be adjusted to better fit the local prerequisites 

(SKL, 2015). While this decentralized governance inevitably makes the national government 

of less interest when studying detailed guidelines. Its discursive effect still remains relevant to 

study. Partly since its discursive precedence affects is certainly relevant for Sweden in general 

and secondly since the discursive effects on a national level particularly effect the municipal 

government responsible for eldercare. 
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Results 

Thematic Analysis 
Under the following section the themes determined by the coding will be examined for patterns 

and linguistic tendencies that represent power relations. With a certain emphasis on the 

frequently occurring arguments and prominent statements made by the MP´s (see Mullet, 

2018). Each theme will then be analysed with the study’s chosen theories in order to understand 

them further as well as their discursive effect on society. Lastly the themes will be collectively 

analysed in relation to each-other. 

 

Theme 1 – Emotional needs 

The first theme observed when studying the empirical material was the Members of 

parliament´s tendency to discuss emotional needs of the elderly. These were statements that 

described the needs of elderly by some emotional sensation, happiness, joy, sadness and so on. 

This thematic constituted 27,7% of the total transcription. Particularly there is a great deal of 

excerpts concerning subjective emotional responses. Often times the MP´s posed rhetorical 

questions regarding such emotional responses. Take for an example the following excerpt from 

the social democrats (socialdemokraterna) statement, concerning the general quality of life in 

the Swedish eldercare system. 

 
Mr speaker, Today there is a good quality of care for the elderly, but too often the opportunity 

for joy and a meaningful existence is lacking. Is there something to look forward to when you 

wake up every day? Is there a longing for tomorrow? What is happening today? It is often empty. 

 

In the excerpt the MP is seemingly drawing assumptions on a subjective emotion. Taking the 

role of the elderly person and assuming their attitude to their everyday life. This emotionally 

laden statement can be considered very abstract. It is abstract in the sense that is not tied to a 

specific problem in the elder care system but rather the emotional response to everyday life of 

the generic elderly individual. This way of using the generic elderly individual for projecting 

needs of the elderly person was common throughout the debate. Furthermore, the MP´s also 

had a tendency to make sweeping argument such as “it is often empty” while providing little 

basis for such claims. 

 

These emotional needs of the elderly were also identified when discussing more practical 

issues. Portraying the emotional aspects of a practical need, such as the joy of receiving food. 

The practical needs were very diverse, including issues of somatic illness as well as 
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organizational and financial aspects of eldercare. Take for an example the following excerpt 

from the Christian democrats (kristdemokreterna) statement, concerning the food quality of 

eldercare institutions: 

 

Then I think: Is this worthy? Old age should be a worthy time, where you are able to keep your 

interests and enjoy the food you eat, which is perhaps one of the few joys that day. 

 

In the excerpt the emotional aspect of enjoyment is still prominent. However, it is discussed in 

connection with the very practical issue of food quality. The emotional aspects can therefore be 

interpreted as intertwined with the more practical issue. This intertwining of emotional and 

practical needs was very common in the debate, making very practical issues for elderly such 

as food and economy, emotionally laden. The inclusion of emotional aspects on to issues that 

does not have any inherent emotional value can therefore argue for the prominence of emotional 

needs as central within the discourse. 

 

It should however be noted that this emotional needs could simply act as a rhetorical measure 

for conveying the political message. Using emotionally laden words to persuade the listener to 

a certain ideology. While it would be unwise to not acknowledge its rhetorical function, it is 

still presented as a need for the elderly. These statements therefore contribute to the discourse, 

making them of interest to the study. The emotional needs of the elderly and its discursive effect 

can be further understood through the studies central concepts. Particularly the theories of 

ageism and symbolic interactionism. 

 

By using the concept of ageism when observing the emotional need of the elderly the rhetorical 

means of speaking on the elderly’s behalf becomes problematic, particularly when discussing 

subjective emotional responses (see Andersson, 2002). The practice of presuming such 

emotional responses seems audacious and could be interpreted as a form of structural ageism. 

Structural ageism refers to the ageist actions and rhetoric used by the institutions of society, for 

an example the political sphere. Such ageism is often very implicit in character, often being 

expressed through stereotypes by the institutions (Townsend, 1981). The presumptions of 

subjective emotions could then be interpreted as a form of structural ageism, derived from 

various stereotypes regarding the elderly. While such stereotypification doesn’t necessarily 

have to be of a negative character, the previous research found that ageist stereotypes tended to 

have a negative connotation. Elderly were often described as a “problem” or “issue” for society 
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(see Beard and Williamson, 2011; see Bye & Aberdeen, 2011) This negative connotation is 

also consistent with the excerpts portrayal of elderly´s everyday life as “joyless” and “empty”. 

By emphasizing such negative stereotypes, ageist theory also argues that the discourse is 

imposing a homogeneity on the elderly population, since the stereotypes make no interpersonal 

distinctions (Andersson, 2002). 

 

Such a homogenized image is also discussed the previous research. While many researchers 

argue that elderly tend to be constructed as homogenous, results also shows that elderly are in 

many ways heterogeneous. Certainly in terms of needs as Rand (2013) found a great deal of 

variation in socioeconomic status and holistic health within the elderly population (see Rand, 

2013). Additionally, Pulkku and Tynkkynen (2016) showed that the finish parliament had a 

uncoherent and inaccurate depiction of the elderly demographic. Often providing similar 

simplifications of the demographic as in the excerpt above (Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016). It 

seems then that the negative stereotypification portrayed by the discourse is to some extent 

misrepresenting the elderly population. This misrepresentation of elderly needs can also have 

some consequences, or lived effects, for the elderly population. This lived effect can be further 

understood through symbolic interactionism. 

 

Particularly the symbolic interactionists view on role theory.  Role theory argues that 

individuals do not necessarily act out internalized roles, and can rather participate in “role 

making” and “role-taking”. Meaning that individuals act in accordance with the the way others 

expect them to act (Marshall, Martin-Matthews & McMullin, 2013). By applying this concept 

on the empirical material the discourse could be observed as the role making authority while 

the elderly population is taking on the roles that the discourse is constructing. This notion is 

further corroborated by Townsend´s (1981) observations regarding the loss of roles in 

connection with retirement age. These observations indicated that some elderly suffer a loss of 

roles in connection with retirement. Leaving the retiree open for a new role as the elderly person 

(Townsend, 1981). In other words, the role loss that comes with retirement can be filled by the 

role of the elderly as constructed by the discourse. However, such a process cannot, and should 

not be regarded as a fixed formula. Elderly are neither oblivious or apathetic to such changes 

and can definitely resist such normative expectations, by defining their own self-image. Or  

being influenced from other discourses not necessarily pertaining to the political sphere. 

However, the discourse still constructs a normative ideal which is problematic as it conveys 
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expectations on to the elderly person. Role expectations which encourage elderly to act in 

accordance with the dystopian view of old age portrayed in the discourse. 

 

Theme 2 – Elderly’s need of others. 

Another prominent theme within the discourse was the elderly’s need of others. This thematic 

could be defined as the depiction of elderly’s dependence on another individual or organization. 

The thematic constituted 27,2% of the total transcription and was compromised of statements 

where the elderly were depicted as dependent on numerous individuals and institutions. 

Including but not limited to the healthcare system, social services, relatives and the eldercare 

professionals. Take for an example the following excerpt from the representative of the Swedish 

democrat’s party (Sverigedemokraterna) discussing elderly’s reliance on the public sector:  

 

The elderly in Sweden deserve to have access to the world's best elderly care. We can never 

accept that the elderly die alone or end their lives socially isolated or that people feel a strong 

anxiousness about getting old because of shortcomings in the eldercare system. Here we 

politicians have a great responsibility, for people should be able to age with dignity. The day 

one can’t take care of oneself, society must go in and offer the help needed for the elderly to 

continue to live a safe and meaningful life. 

 

In the excerpt the MP states that the elderly in Sweden are worthy of the world’s best eldercare. 

The MP also states that society should be able to step in when the elderly person is not able to 

take care of him/herself anymore. Seemingly insinuating that losing the capacity to take care of 

oneself is an inevitability rather than a possibility. That everyone will eventually need help from 

the public institutions. Firstly, such a generalization is not necessarily true for all. Furthermore, 

the generalization that elderly as dependent, or soon to be dependent on public institutions, is 

problematic as it indicates that elderly are “on their way out”. Subsequently one does not need 

to allocate resources for their wellbeing in the long-term. Interestingly, this interpretation to 

some extent contradicts the explicit message of the statement. Depicting somewhat of a tension 

in the discourse between what is explicitly and implicitly stated. However, one can still argue 

that the generalizations made by the MP points to some deep sated ageism within the discourse. 

The statement also portrays elderly as very dependent on the public institutions. Particularly 

when the MP is stating the great responsibility of the public institutions. Implying that they are 

the one thing standing between the elderly and being socially isolated, anxious and dying alone. 
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Aside from the elderly’s reliance on the public sector, many MP´s also emphasized the 

important role filled by the elderly´s kin. The elderly’s kin, or relatives, were often stated to 

play a central part in the eldercare system. Take for an example the following excerpt by the 

representative from the the Leftist party (vänsterpartiet): 

 

A large part of the eldercare is still not performed by employees but by relatives, who take great 

responsibility when the public sector steps back and it feels like it no longer works. Those 

relatives who provide eldercare have usually gone down in working hours or stopped working 

completely. 

 

In the excerpt the elderly´s kin are depicted as a fundamental support system for the elderly. 

Particularly when the MP describes the responsibility that relatives have for the elderly. The 

excerpt also describes the care provided by the kin as a necessity when the public sector fails. 

It is then up to the family to fulfil the needs of the elderly. Such reasoning further connotes the 

importance of the kin and in extension elderly´s reliance on others. The excerpt also portrays 

the needs of elderly as fairly extensive, as it implies that the elderly’s relatives fills the more 

extensive needs that the municipality cannot. Lastly the excerpt shows the consequences the 

elderly has on their kin´s working situation. Implying that the kin have to commit a sacrifice in 

order to accommodate the extensive needs of the elderly relative. 

 

This dependence on both public institutions and relatives assumes some kind of degradation in 

physical or mental capacity. Whilst this may very well be true for some it seems like these 

statements are making mechanistic presumption of the elderly as incapable and dependent on 

others. Subsequently portraying the elderly as generally un-autonomous. This interpretation can 

be further corroborated by the sheer number of organizations and persons that the elderly were 

depicted as dependent on. Aside from the eldercare system and their kin, elderly were also 

depicted as dependent on a variety of health care professionals, social workers as well as 

politicians and society as a whole. This variety further implies a “dogma” of sorts, were elderly 

are seen as a “responsibility”. This depiction of elderly as a societal responsibility can also be 

found in the previous research. Pulkku and Tynkkinen (2016) for an example found that the 

elderly are often depicted as “dependant” or “deserving” in the Finnish political discourse 

(Pulkku & Tynkkinen, 2016). Similarly, Beard and Williamson (2011) found an arguably more 

negative perception. Finding that elderly are often seen as “greedy geezers” living at the 

expense of the younger generation (Beard and Williamson, 2011). While there were no such 
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explicit negative depictions in the empirical material one can identify some indications of 

elderly as a burden, particularly when the MP´s were discussing the elderly’s kin. In the excerpt 

above the elderly’s kin had stop working in order to help their elderly relative. Presenting the 

kin as a kind of martyr, thus implying that the elderly are a great burden for their family. 

 

To further understand these symbolic expressions one can utilize the theoretical foundations of 

symbolic interactionism. When analysing the MP´s statement through the theoretical lens of 

symbolic interactionism the connotation on the elderly’s kin as martyrs has some symbolic 

value as it implies that the elderly are a burden to their family. The generally positive message 

of the kin as important then becomes a symbolic action with ageist values (see Charon, 2007). 

This seems to be somewhat of a tension within the discourse between the explicitly stated and 

generally positive message and the more dystopian and negative constructive of elderly on an 

implicit level, as it indirectly renders the elderly demographic as un-autonomous and dependant 

on others, with little distinctions or nuancing. 

 

This observation of an indirect depiction of elderly as a burden stands in accordance with the 

research done by Weicht (2013) which found that ageism is not understood as a continuous 

process but rather expressed through associations and symbols. Similarly, Plath (2008) found 

that the identification of elderly’s dependence on others, or their need of others, is made through 

social constructions. Constructions which tend to have ageist values. (Weicht, 2013; Plath, 

2008). In other words, the elderly’s need of others can be seen as socially constructed and 

characterized by ageist values which are expressed through symbolic statements in the 

discourse.  Subsequently the discourse´s over-emphasis on others helping the elderly and the 

depiction of the elderly’s relatives as martyrs, can be interpreted to mean that the elderly are 

not capable of dealing with their issues on their own. 

 

Another such symbolic expression can be found in the first statement made by the 

representative from the Swedish democrat party. In the statement the MP makes some 

assumptions of elderly as inevitably dependant on public institutions for eldercare. This 

depiction of elderly as either dependant or soon to be dependant can have some ageist 

characteristics which can be understood further through symbolic interactionism. By using 

symbolic interactionism, the generalization indicates a very stereotypical construction of 

elderly as un-autonomous. Or in other terms, the symbolic associations of elderly indicate that 

they, as a demographic, are incapable of taking care of themselves (see Charon, 2007). 
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Secondly the worth of an elderly person seems to be limited by time. The assumptions posed in 

the excerpt indicate that even if an elderly person has value or serves a function in the family 

or society, it is inevitable that they soon wont.  This notion can also have some lived effects. 

 

One such lived effect can be a decrease in incentives for eldercare reform and resource 

allocation. Particularly for the “young elderly”, with little needs for daily eldercare. Since the 

elderly demographic is generalized into one, the young elderly’s needs are constructed as 

temporary, in the sense that they will soon pass away or be put in an eldercare facility. 

Subsequently the discourses generalisation and the construction implying a decrease in 

autonomy as inevitable, can mean that quality of life improvements for some elderly receive 

little to no attention. Making policy decisions and resource allocation directed to such quality 

of life improvements superfluous. 

 

The discourse regarding elderly’s need of their kin can also have some lived effects on the 

elderly population. By utilizing a transfactual analysis and imagining a very autonomous elderly 

person. The elderly individual can also be seen as a resource for both the family and society in 

general. For an example babysitting the grandchildren and engaging in non-governmental 

organisations (see Danemark, Ekström & Jakobsen, 2001). The fact that the elderly are not seen 

in this way then becomes significant. The un-autonomous construction of elderly becomes a 

discursive effect in the sense that it constructs a normative role-expectation of being passive. 

While this normative expectation does not necessarily mean that an elderly person will act in 

accordance with such a role, it should definitely be regarded as a risk. Additionally, this 

passivity also becomes problematic since research indicate that passive elderly are less healthy 

than active elderly, both in terms of somatic and psychological health (see WHO, 2019b). All 

of which means that the needs portrayed of elderly as passive and reliant on others can have a 

derogatory effect on elderly’s holistic wellbeing. 

 

Theme 3 – Organizational needs 

Another need that was frequently discussed in the debate could be characterized as 

organizational needs. That is, the needs of the organizations that are responsible for eldercare. 

For an example the needs for organizational reform, the need for additional staff and the need 

for additional training/education. These needs separate themselves from other thematics as 

organizational needs concerns the need the organization has in order to care for the elderly. 

Subsequently these kinds of needs are not directed towards the elderly population directly. But 
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rather affect the elderly indirectly through the organization. It is particularly interesting to note 

the frequency of which such organizational aspects were discussed. In fact, 25,1% of the 

transcription pertained to such organizational needs. Furthermore, references to personnel was 

mentioned roughly as many times as elderly. And while such figures can be motivated by the 

fact that the political government works through elder care organizations, it is still of interest 

to study. Particularly if these excerpts suggest a distance between the elderly’s needs and the 

political government. Or in other terms, if the needs of the elderly population could be 

overshadowed by the needs of the organization. Take for an example this excerpt by the Social 

democrat MP discussing the employment of elder care professionals: 

 

But it is not just about employing someone, it is equally important that the person is the right 

person for the job, has the right education and that we know what the education contains. It is 

incredibly important [...] Well-trained, innovative staff with good managers is the key, and that 

is what develops elderly care. 

 

In the excerpt the MP implies that the needs of the elderly are met through the professionals 

that work with the elderly. Which is the most common way that the MP´s discuss the 

organizational needs. In the excerpt the MP also makes a point of having the “right” 

“innovative” and “trained” person for the job. Whilst not going in to the particulars of what is 

required in order to sufficiently tend to the needs of the elderly. This imprecise depiction of the 

workforce could be indicative of the distance between national politics and the elderly 

population. Aside from the indication of distance between government and individual, the 

excerpt is to some extent equating the elderly’s needs with the needs of the elder care 

professionals. Assuming that, tending to the needs of the eldercare professionals will 

simultaneously tend to the needs of the elderly individual. Therefore, additional resource 

allocation to the eldercare organizations will cater to the needs of the elderly. Or at the very 

least the needs as they are interpreted by the professional. These needs should be considered as 

interpretations as it is the professional’s interpretation of what elderly needs that gets put into 

practice. 

 

However, one should consider the effect of the municipal autonomy when discussing these 

organizational needs. The argument can be made that the national governments distance from 

specific organizational needs, and to some extent the recipients of eldercare, are by design as 

these matters are managed by the municipal government (see Holgersson, 2008). However, one 
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should not diminish the role of the national government. Especially its discursive effect and 

precedence that this discourse has in the matters of eldercare. Firstly, because it can influence 

the policy decisions made on a national as well as a municipal level. Which subsequently 

influences the eldercare in practice. Secondly because the discursive effect can perpetuate the 

ageist narratives subsequently leading to lived effects for the elderly on an interpersonal level. 

 

One can understand the relationship between the organisations and the elderly further by using 

symbolic interactionism. If one observes the needs of elderly as being laden with symbolic 

value and associations, one can question to what extent the needs as perceived by the 

organization are based on the elderly’s own definition of needs. At the very least such a 

relationship opens up for some discrepancy between the self-defined needs of the elderly and 

how they are interpreted by the professionals. Which in a sense distances the elderly 

demographic and their actual needs from the discourse that concerns them. In other words, 

society is not necessarily discussing the needs of the elderly demographic, but rather others 

preconceptions of their needs. Also inferring that stereotypes and preconceptions can have a 

great deal of influence in shaping and reshaping the needs of the elderly. 

 

Furthermore, by using Townsends (1981) concept of structured dependency one can further 

understand, and to some extent problematize, the relation between the elderly and the discourse. 

Particularly Townsends (1981) through view of how institutions of society construct the needs 

of the elderly population. The author, emphasises that the state has an extensive role in defining 

the needs of elderly through, among other things, normative explanations that can be likened to 

the discursive content observed in the excerpts (see Townsend, 1981). Subsequently the 

assumption that the eldercare professionals are tending to the needs of the elderly can be further 

questioned. Structured dependency would suggest that the eldercare personnel is catering to the 

needs constructed by the state. Which in turn makes the discrepancy between the national 

politics conception of the elderly and the characteristics of the actual demographic more 

interesting. In laymen’s terms the needs of the elderly can in a sense be equated to the needs of 

the organization as it is the organization that defines them. This notion can then be said to 

remove the power to define their own needs from the elderly demographic. Instead of relying 

on the elderly’s own definition of their needs it is reliant on the perceptions of elderly. This 

process has some inert ageist characteristics in that the elderly are excluded from defining their 

own needs, both within eldercare as well as the discourse. 
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One lived effect can then be that elderly to become a subject of care, and embracing the role of 

the care recipient. A role which is encouraged and defined by the eldercare organization. 

Subsequently the connotation and the importance of the organizational needs can encourage 

elderly to define themselves as the care recipients of an organization. Particularly when the 

discourse shifts focus from the elderly person and their needs to the organizations. Making the 

elderly’s influence less important and the organizations needs more so. 

 

Likewise, the discrepancy between the elderly’s needs and the interpretations made by 

organizations can also constitute a lived effect. This discrepancy could mean that the eldercare 

provided does not correspond with the actual needs of the elderly. Or at the very least meaning 

that the needs of the elderly are not observed as they are re-interpreted by the organization. 

When the elderly are defined in this manner, Townsend (1981) that such a relationship has 

inherent ageist values, since it disfavours the elderly and their right to be heard (Townsend, 

1981). These ageist values can be illustrated further through a transfactual approach. If one 

were to imagine that the elderly person were 20 years younger and the same focus remained on 

the organization rather than the persons being cared for it would merit some criticism (see 

Danemark, Ekström & Jakobsen, 2001). Understandably one would argue that the organization 

must maintain a person-centred approach for care. While such ideals are still present when 

discussing eldercare, it seems that people are more inclined to accept that the elderly’s opinion 

is not being observed. Which in turn can point to an underlying ageist characteristic in the 

public perception of elderly. Namely that elderly become less important simply because of their 

age. That being said the needs of the organization should naturally be of importance for any 

demographic group, not at least for eldercare as staffing and organizations have limited 

resources in relation to their workload (Jönsson & Harnett, 2015). However, such a factor does 

not merit loosing focus of the elderly. Which is the core message conveyed by the critical 

remarks in this section. 
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Theme 4 – Basics amenities 

A lot of the needs for the elderly were discussed in ways of basic amenities. Several of the MP´s 

touched on a variety of commodities and argued for their prominence as essential and an 

obvious need for the elderly person. This theme constituted 16.15% of the total transcription 

and had a variety of excerpts concerning living accommodations, internet, watching television 

and food. One example of which can be found in the following statement by the social democrat 

MP describing the importance of food: 

 

Mr speaker, Feeling the smell of freshly prepared food is essential, it should be essential. Food 

is not just a matter of survival, but it is something that is preventative. It helps us all to keep 

healthy and alert if we eat right. 

 

In the excerpt the MP makes a clear distinction of food as something necessary for every person. 

And whilst it is unequivocally a basic necessity, needs beyond these are generally not 

mentioned by the MP´s. Therefore, it also becomes interesting to note what is not being said. 

Or in other words, what does the elderly need beyond the basic amenities, and why the MP´s 

do not observe these. It seems that the elderly’s needs are simplified and reduced. This tendency 

for simplifying the elderly’s needs was not necessary constricted to the simple nature of certain 

commodities. It was also occurring in the more general depictions. Take for an example the 

following excerpt by the Moderate (moderaterna) MP: 

 

We in the moderate party want to strengthen the elderly's right to a long and dignified life 

based on the needs and desires of each individual. It is about the right to privacy, to bodily 

integrity, to participation and greater opportunities for self-determination than today. 

Loneliness is a big risk when you get old. We want to break the involuntary loneliness so that 

you can regularly get out into the fresh air, meet others and feel community. It is important to 

point out that older people should be treated with respect, and their wishes should be taken 

seriously. 

 

In the excerpt the MP clearly states that the elderly person has a right to a long and worthy 

life. The MP then continues by listing what the elderly person needs in order to live such a 

life. While at first glance the MP seems to take a clear stand behind the elderly, particularly 

through the tone of voice as well as the choices of words such as “strengthening” and 

“rights”. If one breaks down the argument and observes what is actually being said it is not 

much more than basic human rights. The right to bodily integrity, privacy and autonomy are 

surely essential, however they are by no means extensive depictions of what an elderly person 
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needs. This was indicative of many of the statements leading one to believe that the discourse 

portrays elderly as one-dimensional and simple human beings. The excerpt also seems to 

depict a fairly homogenous image of elderly. This stands in contrast to some excerpts explicit 

statements arguing for elderly’s individuality. In the excerpt the MP´s also argues that needs 

should be an individual matter. This contradicting view is somewhat indicative of a tension 

within the discourse. A tension between an explicit individuality and an implicit homogeneity. 

 

To understand this tendency to simplify the elderly’s needs and only discuss the basic amenities 

one can utilize symbolic interactionism. It would then seem that the symbolic meaning 

attributed to the elderly person is reduced to and simplified as, a stereotypical homogeneity. 

This homogeneity has a rigid structure of interests and needs which are very simple in character. 

In other words, elderly are seen as simple creatures. In the empirical material, the general lack 

of nuance and concrete depictions aside from such basic amenities as living accommodations, 

television, internet and bodily integrity can support such an interpretation. Thereby, the 

argument can be made, that the discourse is implying a very simplified image of the elderly 

population and their needs. 

 

In the second statement there also seems to be somewhat of a tension between the explicit and 

individualized depiction of elderly needs and the more generalized and homogenized 

construction on an implicit level. This tension becomes noteworthy as it is a polar opposite 

relation between heterogeneity and homogeneity. One reason as to why this tension exist can 

be that the underlying attitudes and symbolic values noted in the analysis are just that, 

underlying. To elaborate, it is possible that the construction of elderly needs is not intended to 

be homogenized. The conscious and explicit construction of elderly is heterogeneous, while the 

underlying perceptions are more ageist in that it views elderly as a homogenous collective. 

Subsequently leading to a tension within the debate where the conscious well-meaning attitudes 

collide with the underlying and stereotypical preconception of elderly as homogenous. 

 

These discursive effects can also have more practical consequences in eldercare. For an 

example what activities and amenities recourses are allocated to. Because while the general 

consensus among the politicians is that the resource allocation should be directed towards the 

elderly’s needs. The quite one-dimensional perception of elderly can skew this allocation to 

where elderly are only provided with these very basic amenities. Furthermore, the general lack 

of a heterogeneous discourse regarding the more extensive needs can also have an effect on the 
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elderly population. Partly since the discourse constructs a very simple role for the elderly which 

can then be embraced by the population. 

 

While one might assume that elderly could simply object and influence their own care it could 

be problematic when observing the previous patterns of elderly influence. According to Jönsson 

and Harnett (2015) elderly are observed as one of the least influential groups in society. Which 

stands in contrast to the comparatively large population of elderly individuals. Both in Sweden 

and to some extent the world in general (Jönsson & Harnett, 2015). While there are some 

advocacy groups in Sweden such as the pensioner’s national organization (PRO). Their general 

influence has been relatively low in comparison to other advocacy groups. This is partially due 

to the decentralization of eldercare. Since eldercare is the responsibility of the municipalities, 

and since these municipalities face their own specific problems, some problems for eldercare 

becomes a local issue. In comparison, the care for disabled people in Sweden is regulated more 

so by national guidelines, making it easier to mobilize towards an issue  (see Jönsson & Harnett, 

2015). Furthermore, elderly are naturally more susceptible to age related illnesses, such as 

dementia, Alzheimer’s and cardiovascular diseases. These illnesses, particularly those which 

affect cognitive ability, also contribute in making the elderly less able to mobilize towards a 

public issue (Österholm et al, 2015; See Jönsson & Harnett, 2015). However, there is one 

important distinction to be made, just because a voice is not heard doesn’t mean that the issue 

is non-existent. The ageist values and agendas, however implicit, are still ageist and might go 

unchecked. Leading to a discourse where the elderly are reduced to simplified beings. With 

corresponding needs for care. 

 

Synthesising analysis. 

While the themes themselves contains some in depth insight of the discourse It would also be 

apt to analyse them in correlation to each other. Primarily to obtain a holistic perspective of the 

discourse. This will be done through a synthesising analysis. In the synthesising analysis the 

focus will shift from specific thematics, as in the previous section, to a more general analysis 

of the narrative presented in the discourse. The narrative will then be compared to Foucault’s 

(1980) theories regarding power dynamics in the discourse. This interest in power is maintained 

in order to compare the findings of the dissertation to the theoretical understanding of a 

discourse and its inherent mechanisms. Furthermore, the focus on power is motivated by the 

CDA methodology, which argues that such a focus on power is needed to fully understand the 
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discursive content, as the discourse is particularly affected by power dynamics and influential 

actors (see Mullet, 2018; see Foucault 1980).  In other words, the focus on power is utilized to 

gain a different, more meta-theoretical, perspective of the discourse. Allowing one to analyse 

and, perhaps more importantly, synthesise its content and effects. A similar analysis will also 

be conducted in regards to the lived effects identified under each thematic. In that section the 

lived effects will be synthesized in order to find trends and tendencies. Secondly this section 

will also consider the power dynamics within the discourse. This will be done in order to nuance 

and discuss the plausibility of these live effects. 

 

The narrative of elderly’s needs. 

One particularly clear trend in the discourses narrative of elderly is the homogenous 

construction of the elderly demographic. This homogenization permeated all of the thematics 

presented in the thematic analysis. 

 

For an example the first thematic where the MP´s often made assumptions on specific emotional 

responses. Essentially the MP made a claim based on the preconception that all elderly feel a 

certain way, for an example, happy for the little things in life. This assumption is notable as it 

was made without interpersonal distinctions. Which in turn suggests that the construction of 

elderly is fairly generalized and that the narrative portrays elderly as a homogenous collective. 

Secondly this homogenized conception of elderly and their needs was portrayed as distinctly 

different and doesn’t seem to share the same characteristics as the rest of the population. Making 

it a homogenous collective of others.  

 

This homogenization is also evident as no particular distinction was made between the “young” 

and the “old” elderly. While to some, such distinctions between subgroups may seem purely 

linguistic or rhetorical, it is important as the elderly are a very large demographic (Andersson, 

2008). A large demographic which has a seemingly large variety of needs. The narratives 

depiction of elderly as one large collective then becomes problematic as it doesn’t adequately 

reflect the individuals within. 

 

When pondering what parts of the demographic that is considered in the discourse it seems 

evident that the narrative describes an individual with more extensive needs for help. Many 

excerpts portray an elderly person that needs assistance from the public sector and/or family, 

with physical as well as mental tasks. Such a discourse presumes that the elderly person has a 
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decreased physical or mental capacity, which is by far not a trait reflected in all elderly persons. 

This homogenization is somewhat contradicted by the explicit statements made in the discourse.  

 

While the implicit view of elderly as homogenous permeated much of the thematic analysis 

some tensions were also observed. As noted within the thematic analysis there seems to be 

somewhat of a tension between the MP´s explicit depiction of needs as individualized and an 

implicit construction of needs as homogenized. This tension can be interpreted as a tension 

between the well-meaning preconceptions of heterogeneity and the underlying homogenous 

preconceptions. 

 

Aside from the homogenization of elderly the analysis also found that elderly were depicted as 

dependant on others. For an example the analysis under thematic two, where elderly’s need of 

others was analysed. While the MP´s multiple times expressly stated that the elderly should be 

regarded as autonomous the analysis showed that elderly were often described as reliant on 

their surroundings. The continuous depiction of elderly as reliant on others reveals a distinctly 

different and implicit value that furthers a general narrative where the elderly are un-

autonomous. This narrative also tends so make little distinction as to what the elderly needs 

assistance with. For an example if elderly in general need assistance with a specific task. Such 

a tendency would also indicate on a more negatively laden construction of elderly than is 

expressly stated. Since  the lack of distinctions make the constructed un-autonomy generalized 

over the population. 

 

Furthermore, the elderly are also seen as a burden, or the responsibility of others. This is an 

overarching trend in thematics two, three and four where the elderly are seen as a burden for 

the state, the family and professionals in medical as well as social care. Additionally, this burden 

that elderly constitute is not necessarily limited to just one actor. The thematic analysis, 

particularly under thematic four, display how an elderly person could be considered a burden 

to both the state and the family. Furthering a narrative where elderly are not only dependant on 

others but also constitutes a burden for a variety of individuals and organizations 

simultaneously. 

 

Elderly’s needs are also depicted as very simple. Naturally the simplicity of elderly´s needs was 

of particular focus under the theme concerning basic amenities. However, one can also make 

the argument that the same tendency can be found under a multitude of thematics. For an 
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example in the first thematic of emotional needs. Under this thematic one can find the MP´s 

depiction of joy and meaningfulness as a reaction to food to be a very simplistic emotional 

response for an elderly person. One would expect a person to have more complex spectra of 

emotional responses to more than just food. Crucially however, these are not discussed. Making 

the elderly’s emotional needs seem very simple. It also seems evident that these needs are a 

construction of the discourse rather than the actual needs experienced by the elderly individual. 

Since previous research found elderly to have a very complex array of emotional responses as 

well as a great variety of practical needs (Hafford-Letchfield, 2014; Dillaway & Byrnes, 2009; 

Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 2016; Paz, Aviad, 2018). 

 

While the narrative presented doesn’t necessarily reflect the actual characteristics of the 

demographic it is, in accordance with Foucault’s (1980) theory of discursive power functionally 

true. Foucault (1980) argued that the power dynamics of a discourse defines the truth, or at least 

the perception of what is true or not. Truth then is relative and becomes an opinion that is 

sanctioned by the influential actors within a discourse (Foucault, 1980; see Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009). In other words truth within a discourse is a matter of opinion. This opinion 

is governed by the influential actors in a given discourse. In the case of the elderly’s needs the 

government seems to be the influential actor providing the normative opinion of elderly’s 

needs. At least in relation to the elderly themselves, given the relatively low ability to mobilize 

towards a specific issue, as well as the government’s ability to direct policy matters (see Jönsson 

& Harnett, 2015). 

 

Furthermore, one state seems to take little consideration of the elderly’s own perception of 

needs. In the empirical material this was evident when analysing thematics two and three in 

how the discourse perpetuated the elderly’s reliance on others, not at least the public institutions 

that provides eldercare. However, this power dynamic where the MP’s made quite stereotypical 

assumptions can also be found under most of the thematics. These assumptions then become 

significant as they depict the state defining the needs of the population. Or in other words 

defining the functional truth of the discourse. Such an observation also stands in accordance 

with the theory of structured dependency and its view of the state as normative in defining the 

needs of the elderly.  

 

When considering the truth presented in the discourse it would also be appropriate to observe 

the tensions within the discourse. The analysis noted a particular difference in how the MP´s 
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explicitly and implicitly depicted the homogeneity of elderly. While this analysis is interesting 

to understand the homogenization of elderly it does seem to be indicative of a tension within 

the overall narrative. One would assume that the findings of the analysis, and the implicit 

stereotypical view it shows,  does not concur with the conscious perception of the MP´s. An 

interpretation supported by the generally positive intention that can be observed in the 

discourse. Subsequently one would assume that the ageist characteristics of the discourse are 

inert and underlying preconceptions. The truth provided by the discourse then seems to be an 

amalgamation of the explicit and well-meaning construction and a more implicit stereotypical 

one. 

 

Lived effects 

Lived effects in the thematic analysis were varied. However, they can be summarized in two 

overarching trends. The first being the risk of elderly embracing the negative role-expectations 

constructed by the discourse. The second trend concerns the skewed resource allocation and 

policymaking that comes as a result of the discourses construction of elderly. More specifically 

the problems that comes as a result of seeing to the discourses construction of elderly, rather 

than the experienced needs of the demographic. 

 

The first category of lived effects regarding the elderly embracing a negative role can be found 

in a multitude of thematics, particularly theme´s one, two and three. The lived effects theorized 

in these thematics all observe a risk that the elderly will embrace the dystopian roles constructed 

within the discourse. To elaborate, the discourses negative depiction constitutes a normative 

role-expectation which the elderly are encouraged to embrace. While the discourse would not 

have full control over the elderly actually embracing such a role the discourse certainly 

constitutes a normative expectation which encourages elderly to act accordingly. Such a role 

then would likely have a derogatory effect on the elderly individual. This role shows elderly as 

very simple individuals with a basic array of needs and a simple emotional spectrum. Elderly 

are presented as un-autonomous and a burden to their surroundings. 

 

Such a narrative presented in the discourse can, If embraced by the elderly person, be 

destructive as it favours a more passive and un-autonomous lifestyle. This role can also lead to 

an increase in demand for social care services, as the elderly demographic becomes more un-

autonomous and in greater need for care. Both since a passive lifestyle generally leads to a 

decline in health and since the elderly would consider themselves less autonomous, and as such, 
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in need of greater care. Furthermore, the roles might also be enforced by society through various 

sanctions. The elderly person might also be discouraged to continue with their interests if they 

are seen as undesirable, or is not typically associated with that of an elderly person. For an 

example an elderly person might face resistance when pursuing an interest which are physically 

demanding, such as running or exercising.  

 

The second category among the lived effects concerned the resource allocation and 

policymaking that came as a result of the discourse. These types of lived effects were lifted in 

both thematics two and four and essentially problematized resource allocation that comes as a 

result of the discourses construction of elderly’s needs. This is particularly relevant given that 

the discourses construction of elderly’s needs many times is not consistent with the needs 

experienced by the actual demographic. Then resource allocation in accordance with the 

discourse is suboptimal as it doesn’t correspond with the intended demographic. This trend can 

be exemplified under thematic four. 

 

As seen in the thematic analysis under thematic four, the elderly’s needs are often reduced to 

the very basic amenities. Such commodities as food and water, healthcare, internet and 

television. One would assume that resource allocation will be directed towards such basic 

amenities, perhaps more interesting however is to what else will resources will be allocated to. 

One reasonable interpretation of this is that there is no unitary opinion. Instead the discourses 

quite one-dimensional depiction of the demographic assumes that elderly do not have any 

particular interests in other matters. While one should not diminish the fact that many decisions 

on an interpersonal level falls on municipal government. It would be reasonable to expect that 

a debate on the needs of elderly to elaborate and discuss more particular and complex needs, 

even at a national level. Subsequently, resource allocation in accordance with the discourse risk 

to diminish the personal preferences among the elderly demographic. As any personal 

preferences or interests that doesn’t fit within the stereotypical understanding of elderly will 

not be accommodated.  

  

A similar mechanism can also be seen in the analysis under thematic two. The analysis showed 

the discourses tendency to define the elderly demographic as a demographic with an extensive 

need for care. The resource allocation can then be skewed to not include the elderly with lesser 

need for care. While such a division of resources might seem fair as, according to some, 

resources should be directed towards those in greater need, this notion can be problematized. 
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Particularly when considering eldercare as holistic, both concerning financial aid and subsidies 

as well as social and medical assistance. When doing so the policies concerning the “younger 

elderly”, which typically have lesser need for direct eldercare, are not mentioned as much as 

those concerning the more practical eldercare. For an example, resources which are directed to 

reducing costs of health- and social care will benefit the elderly with extensive care. However, 

this will have less effect for the young elderly which typically doesn’t utilize the public sector 

as much. If one then imagines that both elderly in this example have a precarious financial 

situation, then the elderly with more extensive needs for care will benefit while the young 

elderly person will not.  

 

This raises questions about the normative ideals of old age posed by the discourse. Particularly 

in how the truth, as defined by the discourse, can affect the elderly population through 

normative expectations of roles. In essence the discourse provides a normative way for elderly 

to act. These normative ideals are then based on the stereotypical understanding of others rather 

than the elderly’s definition of self. While the construction of such roles are likely not 

intentional the discursive effects seem to be destructive in that it either conveys dystopian roles 

to the population or provides sub-optimal resource allocation.  

 

Secondly one must consider the effects that the influential actors have on the future resource 

allocation. Through the discourse the Influential actors create a preunderstanding on which 

future policy decisions and resource allocation is based (Foucault, 1980). Given that the 

discourse relies on other actors than elderly these are made seemingly without consideration of 

elderly’s own definition of needs. This process seems somewhat volatile as it relies on the 

influential actor’s interpretation rather than the elderly themselves. Risking that the needs as 

defined by the elderly remain un-accommodated in favour for the needs constructed by the 

powerful actors.  
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Conclusions 
The purpose of this dissertation was to examine how the current political discourse in Sweden 

portrays elderly’s needs. The dissertation also aimed to examine the potential effects on the 

elderly population by using a critical discourse analysis of a political debate in the Swedish 

parliament. The study was guided by the following research questions: 1) What is the current 

political discourses construction of elderly needs? 2) How could this discourse affect the elderly 

population? 

 

The discursive content 
Regarding the first research question on current political discourses construction of elderly´s 

needs, one can observe an extensive variety in the types of needs portrayed by the discourse. 

Firstly, a relatively large extent of the statement concerned the emotional needs of elderly. This 

thematic was somewhat of an unexpected find as emotional needs is not mentioned in any of 

the previous research gathered for the dissertation. The emotional needs were either a pure need 

for emotional satisfaction or the emotional component of a more practical issue. The MP´s 

made very sweeping assumptions on these matters which warrants some problematizing as the 

emotional responses were very subjective in nature. These mechanistic assumptions are 

seemingly based on ageist stereotypes that regarded the elderly demographic as homogenous. 

 

The second thematic concerned the elderly’s need of others. In the analysis the elderly were 

depicted as dependant on a multitude of actors, most notably the public sector and the elderly’s 

kin. While the MP´s expressively stated that the elderly should be regarded as autonomous, the 

attitude and general assumptions made regarding their reliance on others implied that elderly 

were very dependant and un-autonomous. Furthermore, the elderly were indirectly depicted as 

a burden on those they were reliant on, as the MP´s strongly spoke in support for the elderly’s 

kin. Depicting the elderly’s kin as a form of martyr and underlining the great sacrifice they 

made in order to support their elderly relative. A similar rhetoric was also utilized to describe 

the public institutions role in eldercare as the MP´s continually underlined the importance of 

good competent personal that could “handle” the elderly. 

 

The third thematic concerned the organizational needs. A thematic that stood out in the sense 

that the needs of the organization were depicted as an indirect needs of the elderly. As with the 

first thematic this interpretation of organizational needs as an indirect need for the elderly 

population was not mentioned in the previous research. This way of equating the elderly’s needs 
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with that of the organization to some extent make the elderly as reliant on the organization. 

Furthermore, the frequent discussion and importance imbued within the organizational needs 

implied that the organizations interpretation of the elderly’s needs outweigh the elderly’s own 

definition. Which in and of itself has ageist undertones, given that the demographics voice is 

not heard in matters that concerns elderly. 

 

The fourth and last thematic concerned the need for basic amenities. In this thematic, the 

analysis found that elderly’s needs were simplified. Or rather, the needs as defined by the 

organization was reduced to the very basic necessities in the western world. The analysis also 

found that the discourses focus around such basic amenities were significant of the one-

dimensional depiction of needs provided by the discourse. The excerpts also showed a 

difference in the explicit and implicit attitudes of the discourse. Particularly the excerpts 

showed an individualized focus which was not coherent with the underlying construction of 

elderly’s needs as standardized. The analysis found that this could be significant of a tension 

within the discourse. 

 

While all of these categorizations displayed individual aspect of interest an overarching 

narrative was conceptualized in the synthesising analysis. In this narrative one can observe a 

homogenized image of the elderly that perpetuated a dystopian narrative of elderly and their 

needs. The homogenous characterization also served as a prerequisite for the ageist 

stereotypification, as it enabled generalizations. Or at the very least made generalizations easier. 

The assumptions posed by the MP´s are evidently based upon such stereotypes conveyed 

implicitly through the statements. Statements which are seemingly normative and appears to be 

dominant in the discourse. The MP´s also made explicit statements that contradicted the 

underlying, more stereotypical view of elderly needs identified in the analysis. This was 

identified as a tension within the discourse. A tension between the construction of elderly as 

individualized beings and the construction of a homogenous collective. 
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The narrative presented by the discourse also provided a very simplified depiction of elderly 

reducing their practical needs to basic amenities and prescribing meaningfulness to the very 

essentials of life. The simplification was also found to be consistent with the previous 

researches observations as these depict elderly as a heterogeneous group with individual interest 

and a complex spectra of needs similar, if not in many ways equated to, the younger 

demographics (Hafford-Letchfield, 2014; Dillaway & Byrnes, 2009; Pulkku & Tynkkynen, 

2016; Paz, Aviad, 2018). 

 

While the statements explicitly advocated both mental and physical activity, the MP´s 

inexplicitly emphasized the elderly as passive subjects of care. Furthermore, while the MP´s 

explicitly depicted elderly as autonomous they simultaneously depicted as reliant on various 

organizations and persons which implied that the construction of elderly was very un-

autonomous of the demographic. This depiction of reliance also bares some ageist 

characteristics as it generalizes elderly’s incapacity for an autonomous lifestyle based on no 

more than the mechanistic assumptions. Additionally, the elderly’s reliance upon others was 

implied to be a burden for their surroundings. While there were no such explicit statements the 

MP´s particularly underlined the sacrifice made by the elderly’s kin in order to take care of their 

elderly relative. Which in turn implied that elderly are a substantial burden for the family. A 

mechanistic assumption which certainly pertains some ageist characteristics in its general and 

derogatory character.  

 

To summarize this research question, the explicit depiction of elderly seems positive. However, 

the underlying discursive content is dominated by a more dystopian image of elderly’s needs. 

The analysis uncovered that the values which underline the statements are seemingly impose a 

role of “the other” upon the elderly population. A role which reflect a more stereotypical 

construction of elderly and their needs, rather than one based on the self-defined needs of the 

actual demographic. Such observations stand in contrast to the explicit statements made in the 

discourse. This conflict between the explicit and implicit construction of elderly can be 

interpreted as a tension within the discourse. A tension between an implicit stereotypical 

preconception and an explicit more well-meaning one. Subsequently the ageist characteristics 

seems to be an inert and underlying preconception of the discourse. 
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Lived effects 
Regarding the second research question of lived effects that might come as a result of the 

discourse, the thematic analysis was also varied although shared some similar characteristics. 

Under the first thematic of elderly’s emotional needs the analysis theorized a lived effect to be 

the risk of elderly taking a role where characterised by emotional distress. These role-

expectations are conveyed and encouraged through the discourse and are further strengthened 

by a role loss occurring with retirement. While it is no fixed formula the analysis found that 

these role expectations constitute a normative expectation. 

 

The second thematic similarly found that one lived effect might be that the elderly embrace a 

more passive role as the discourse continually portray the elderly as dependant and a burden 

for their surroundings. Which, if not resisted, can lead to a more passive lifestyle and a decrease 

in holistic wellbeing. Given that a more passive lifestyle is associated with an increase various 

age related illnesses. Secondly this thematic also found a possible lived effect in resource 

allocation. Particularly the resource allocation that follows the discourses construction of 

elderly’s needs. The analysis found a decrease in incentives for resource allocation towards the 

younger elderly. Particularly resource allocation for quality of life improvements as the young 

elderly are implicitly and perhaps unconsciously considered temporarily self-sufficient, and 

thus will inevitably pass away or be moved to an eldercare facility. 

 

The third thematic also found a risk that elderly embrace the role as a subject of care. 

Diminishing the elderly’s persona in favour for the role as a care recipient. Meaning that the 

elderly’s needs become equated with that of the organization responsible for eldercare. The 

analysis under thematic three also observed a possible lived effect in that elderly’s actual needs, 

not pertaining to the organization will not be met. Or in other terms resource allocation towards 

such needs will not be considered. And while all public institutions have needs which should 

be discussed in politics, the discursive content became particularly problematic when the 

elderly are regarded as a subject of care rather than an individual which the care providers 

should cater to. 

 

The fourth thematic of basic amenities similarly found that elderly are encouraged to embrace 

a role where their needs are simplified to the very basics in the western world. Additionally, 

such needs would also diminish the personal preferences of the elderly, making resource 

allocation and policy decisions exclude the needs beyond basic amenities.  
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The synthesising analysis then identified two main types of lived effects that can be theorized 

as a result of the discourse. Particularly 1) Elderly embracing the dystopian role presented by 

the discourse and 2) inefficient and/or lacking resource allocation and policy decisions. While 

the conclusions are by no means a fixed formula in the sense that they are inevitable. Instead it 

is likely that such lived effects are, many times, negated or resisted. That being said the 

normative ideals posed by the discourse still constitute a risk. Particularly the seemingly strong 

and dominant ideals posed by the discourse increase the risk of such lived effects.  

 

To summarize this second research question of lived effects, the thematic analyses showed a 

variety of potential lived effects. Illustrating how the discourses definition of elderly’s needs 

are somewhat problematic and ageist. More precisely, the discourses understanding of the 

elderly population is ageist in that it is based on stereotypes. Which in turn becomes problematic 

as it conveys dystopian role-expectation for the demographic. Secondly, these trends show how 

destructive policies and resource allocation would be if it were in accordance with the needs 

portrayed in the discourse. 
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Discussion 

The following discussion will aim to nuance the results of the study with a particular focus on 

how they should be interpreted. Additionally, the discussion will address theoretical and 

societal implications. Furthermore, the discussion will provide suggestions for how to 

beneficially utilize the knowledge gained from the study in the public- and civil sector, as well 

as gerontological research. Lastly the discussion will also consider the studies limitations. 

 

This dissertation has had a particular focus on the needs of the elderly. The discourse on needs 

that emerged from the analysis showed a discrepancy between the elderly demographic and the 

discourse that concerns them. Which could subsequently lead to lived effects that disfavour the 

elderly. While such conclusions seemingly indicate an overarching ageist agenda from Swedish 

politics, it should be noted that this is most likely not the case. Instead the discourse is probably 

based on deep sated and, perhaps more importantly, unconscious values. Unconscious in the 

sense that the MP´s and other influential actors in the discourse most likely mean well and are 

not aware of ageist values that their presumptions on the demographic constitute. While this 

probability to some extent vindicates the actions of individual politicians, it is still remains 

important to observe the discursive content and to learn from it.  

 

It is the opinion of I, the author, that this study has, or at least contributed to, uncovering some 

of those ageist tendencies within the political discourse. It is also my conviction that this 

knowledge can be used to better elderly´s situation in society, particularly in terms of the 

discourse but perhaps also in a more general way. One example of which is the homogenized 

depiction of elderly. 

 

The homogenization of the elderly demographics needs to some extent serves as a prerequisite 

or, to some extent enable, the stereotypes of elderly people. Since one can make generalizations 

over the entire demographic. These generalizations then require that the elderly population are 

constructed as similar, or homogenous. While the actual elderly demographic is certainly not 

homogenous the discourses portrayal of them are. This makes generalized claims and 

stereotypes easier to maintain. It would seem that the ageist stereotypes observed in the study 

would be weakened if the discourse observed elderly as heterogeneous. This should be simply 

accomplished by depicting the diversity within the demographic, and nuancing the statements 

made in the discourse. On a practical level then, the conclusions would suggest that a more 
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inclusive course of action in policymaking and civil initiatives. Practical incentives that 

encourage heterogeneity within the discourse. One example of which might be an initiative on 

elderly’s sexual health. Which takes an approach to elderly’s needs, less derived from a 

stereotypical understanding and more so from a pragmatic and unassuming standpoint. 

 

However, given the limitations of a discourse analysis it would be unwise to discuss the 

particulars of how such a practical initiative would be accomplished. Instead the practical 

construction of such an initiative would need further research. Subsequently one proposal for 

further research would be to investigate the possibility, and interest among elderly and 

professionals to practically implement more un-stereotypical eldercare reforms and initiatives. 

 

Secondly the conclusions suggest that elderly would also benefit from strengthening their role 

in the narrative. Showing the functions and contributions that elderly provide to a society and 

making their voice heard in the political discourse. One course of action then might be to 

strengthen advocacy groups and translate the seemingly large awareness regarding the 

importance of elderly’s needs in to practical action. Not necessarily limited to changing local 

matters but also the discursive content on a national level. 

 

Regarding the transferability and generalizability of such results I would consider the 

observations regarding the discourse to be contextual to the Swedish political discourse. The 

mechanisms observed in how the ageist stereotypes are embedded in the political discourse on 

the other had are more transferrable to other contexts. Particularly to those countries with 

similar welfare systems. However, even then they should be used restrictively.  

 

Aside from the benefits the knowledge gained from study can provide for societal functions the 

findings can also be utilized to further gerontological research´s understanding of elderly needs. 

Primarily the study found a discourse depicting much more diverse needs, than has been noted 

by the previous research collected for this study. To elaborate, the previous research found has 

not made any extensive research particularly concerned with elderly’s needs. Instead it seems 

that previous research has relied on ideological theories of successful ageing.  

 

While Successful ageing certainly provides a functional understanding of how some age 

successful. There are some problems that lie in how it is utilized. Primarily it becomes 

problematic when the theory is used for generalizing a complex demographic and providing a 
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very normative way to “success”. By doing so one risks marginalizing the elderly since it 

perpetuates the ageist values that lie in mechanistically assuming the elderly’s needs. In a sense 

the theories of successful ageing become a mechanism for legitimizing stereotypification. To 

elaborate, while generalizing the needs of the elderly are frowned upon, the generalization of 

elderly through such theories becomes legitimate. Even though it functionally still constitutes 

a generalization. For an example, the notion that all elderly benefit from activity at old age is 

not necessarily true for all. While many, some argue the majority of elderly, might very well 

benefit from such a way of living some would not. The notion that categorizing a demographic, 

any demographic in such a manner does to me, the author, seem somewhat condescending. 

 

Furthermore, one could consider the possibility that gerontological research is trying to find an 

overarching theory of “success” to have some ageist value. Namely the fact that such a theory 

perceives the needs of elderly as one-dimensional, in relation to the more pluralistic needs of 

other demographic groups. One cannot imagine a similar theory claiming to find a way of a 

successful childhood for an example. Somewhat of a preposterous notion given the multitude 

of factors in play and the diversity of humanity in general. One would reasonably suggest that 

such a grand theory is contextually bound, in the case of childhood as well as old age. 

Subsequently the findings of the study would suggest a more pluralistic view of “success”. One 

derived from a more contextually sensitive approach. 
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'All elderly people 

have important 

service needs': a 

study of discourses 

on older people in 

parliamentary 

discussions in 

Finland 

 

Pulkku, Jutta; 

Tynkkynen, Liina-

Kaisa. (2016) 

 

Finland. Examine 

discursive 

constructions of 

older people by 

analysing the talk 

of members of 

parliament in 

parliamentary 

discussions in 

Finland. 

 

Discourse 

analysis. 

Speeches from 

the Finnish 

parliament in 

2012. 

Social 

constructions. 

Stereotypification.  

The elderly 

population is 

constructed to be 

homogenous and 

in a situation of 

need. From either 

the public sphere 

of the people 

around them.  

Gender, aging, and 

the economics of 

"active aging": 

Setting a new 

research agenda 

 

Paz, Amira; Doron, 

Israel & Tur-Sinai, 

Aviad (2018) 

International. Applying a 

gender 

perspective to the 

active aging 

pillars common to 

policy making. 

Focusing on 

economic aspects 

of active aging. 

Literature review. WHO Policy 

texts and existing 

research. 

Intersectionality, 

gender sensitive 

research. 

 

socioeconomic 

status and health 

perception, work 

participation in 

the labour force, 

and poverty and 

social security  

Financial 

situation affects 

the other aspects 

of active ageing 

as it determines 

how active you 

can afford to be. 

The policy of 

active aging and 

its components 

need to address 
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 intersectional 

problems facing 

elderly. 

The making of 'the 

elderly': 

Constructing the 

subject of care 

 

Weicht, Bernhard 

(2013) 
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construction of 

elderly as a 

subject of care. 
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analysis, Critical 

discourse 

analysis (CDA). 

Newspaper 

articles and focus 

groups. 

Critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) 
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approaches. Two 
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theory. 
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ageing research – 
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Aberdeen, Lucinda; 

Bye, Lee-Anne 
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foundation. 
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paradigm of 

elderly 

stereotypification 
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one of biology 

and somatic 
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financial and 

demographic 
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Academic Critiques 

and 

Conceptualizations 

 

Dillaway, Heather 

E; Byrnes, Mary 

(2009) 

 

United states of 

America 

To describe 

current critique 

regarding the use 
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ageing concepts. 

Furthermore, 
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present 

alternative 

explanations to 

successful ageing 

as argued in 

current 
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research. 

Research 

overview 
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research. 

successful aging, 
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The concept of 

successful ageing 
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contradicting its 

purposefully 

individualized 

conception. 
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