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Dialogues on the body image of the elderly: community
empowerment strategy promoting health

Dialogos sobre a imagem corporal de idosos: estratégia de empoderamento comunitario
promotor da saude

Raquel Cristina Luis Mincoff!, Poliana Avila Silval, Mariana Pissioli Lourenco!, lara Sescon Nogueira', Vanessa
Denardi Antoniassi Baldissera!

Objective: to understand dialogues on body image with the elderly in Primary Health Care. Methods: action
research, developed with 15 elderly participants of a coexistence group. The data were obtained by the techniques
of photo-elucidation and emancipatory workshop, later submitted to the Descending Hierarchical Classification
using the IRaMuTeQ® software. Paulo Freire’s theoretical-analytical framework was followed. Results: aging
reflected a combination between the representative changes of reality, with distorted visions and related to
the jovial stereotype. Collective actions signaled that the elderly recognized the changes caused by old age, but
these did not prevent them from participating in the group independent of their self-esteem, strengthening the
process of empowerment. Conclusion: the concern of beauty and appearance as body representations imposed
by society was highlighted, even with the natural marks of aging, the elderly feel satisfied with their body image.
Descriptors: Aged; Health of the Elderly; Health Promotion.

Objetivo: compreender didlogos sobre imagem corporal junto aos idosos na Atencdo Primdaria a Saude.
Métodos: pesquisa-acgdo, desenvolvida com 15 idosos participantes de um grupo de convivéncia. Os dados foram
obtidos pelas técnicas de foto-elucidacio e oficina emancipatéria, posteriormente submetidos a Classificacao
Hierarquica Descendente utilizando o software IRaMuTeQ®. Seguiu-se o referencial tedrico-analitico de
Paulo Freire. Resultados: o envelhecimento refletiu uma combinacdo entre as mudancas representativas da
realidade, com visdes distorcidas e relacionadas ao estereo6tipo jovial. As acbes coletivas sinalizaram que os
idosos reconheceram as modificagdes causadas pela velhice, mas estas, ndo impediram de participarem do
grupo independente da sua autoestima, fortalecendo o processo de empoderamento. Conclusdo: destacou-se
a preocupacdo da beleza e aparéncia como representagdes corporais impostas pela sociedade, mesmo com as
marcas naturais do envelhecimento, os idosos sentem-se satisfeitos com sua imagem corporal.

Descritores: I[doso; Satide do Idoso; Promogao da Saude.
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Introduction

The technological advances in the health area,
associated to the increase in longevity and health li-
teracy, are possible factors responsible for the increa-
se in life expectancy®. Similar to the world scenario,
the aging Brazilian population is estimated at around
17.6 million® with representative projections up to
the year 2050, passing to the sixth oldest population
in the world®,

With aging, bio psychosocial changes can lead
to a decrease in people’s ability to adapt to the envi-
ronment, with a tendency towards greater vulnerabi-
lity and health problems®. In this process, the percep-
tion of the elderly in relation to their body image is
an important determinant®, which corroborates the
coping of the changes in life intercourse, favoring he-
althy aging.

It is essential to know the changes and influen-
ces of self-image in the life of the elderly®, especially
considering that self-knowledge allows self-esteem,
anchored in values, life stories, self-confidence and
self-respect. It represents, therefore, the reinforce-
ment of resilience and mutual protection skills as stra-
tegies of self-management by the community itself ac-
cording to its own needs®9,

Considering that empowerment implies con-
quest, advancement and overcoming by the one that
empowers, the elderly person, group or institution
with these characteristics is the one that performs
change and actions on their own, attitudes that streng-
then and instigate to produce health in the guarantee
of improvement in quality of life7-®), Self-image, as an
elderly person’s mental representation of his own
body, can influence his state of health® and is an im-
portant component of empowerment and autonomy.

Aging well is a constant search for the elderly,
reinventing old age as a time of transformation and
pleasure, agents of change(”, for which community
spaces that facilitate socialization collaborate greatly.
Regarding the social encounter of peers, the producti-
ve aspects of leisure(*'? have occupied a prominent
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place with positive consequences for concrete situ-
ations of self-knowledge, autonomy, empowerment
and emancipation, with the elderly groups being one
of these means.

For this reason, the study was justified by being
involved with a demand that emerged in the bond
with the group, demonstrating its social relevance and
practical application. In addition, it was interesting to
know how self-image can be identified and dialogued
for awareness, lacking studies that show this rela-
tionship.

For the present study the following study ques-
tions were formulated: What is the meaning of self-
-image that prevails in the elderly group? To what
extent can the dialogue on body image constitute a
strategy that favors the process of emancipation of
knowledge and empowerment? In view of this, the ob-
jective was to understand dialogues about body image
with the elderly in Primary Health Care.

Methods

It was an action research'® developed during
the month of June 2017 during the accomplishment
of a group of coexistence existing five years ago, in a
Basic Health Unit whose scenario integrates actions
in partnership with an institution of higher education
for two years, located in the municipality of Maringa-
-PR, Brazil.

Fifteen elderly people from the 20 members
of the coexistence group linked to the aforementio-
ned unit, entitled “De Bem com a Vida”, participated
in the study. The groups took place weekly and were
held in 23 meetings with the performance of activities
permeated by social leisure, under the coordination
and execution of professionals of the service and the
academy. The activity that originated this study was
carried out in a meeting, centered on the subject of
self-image.

Two strategies were used to collect the data:
group discussion mediated by the photo-elucidation
technique™ and workshop, with emancipatory cha-
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racter%,. The photo-elucidation allowed establishing
the perceptions of the elderly regarding body ima-
ge, interpreted and reinforced by the emancipatory
workshop, based on a free, critical and reflexive dis-
cussion about the body image in aging and its influen-
ces on the freedom of expression of sexuality in daily
life of these elderly people.

To develop the photo-elucidation and start the
dialogues, images previously selected by the resear-
chers were presented to the group as a discussion and
reflection trigger. These portrayed the image of a baby,
a child, a teenager, a young man, an adult and an el-
derly man, followed by the following question: in your
perception, which of these images represents beauty?

After the photo-elucidation, for the problema-
tization of the self-image by the elderly, the emanci-
patory workshop was triggered by the following tri-
ggering questions: Do you consider that the elderly
are satisfied with their body? To what extent do the
elderly care about their appearance? How do you de-
monstrate this concern (or lack of concern)? Does our
society recognize beauty in the elderly? Why?

The discussions generated by the photo-eluci-
dation and the emancipatory workshop were recor-
ded in audio, using a cellular phone as equipment, and
later transcribed in full by the researchers.

The transcripts of the photo-elucidation and
the emancipatory workshop were organized in a tex-
tual corpus, referring to the experiences of the elderly
in relation to the satisfaction or not with body ima-
ge, and processed using the software Interface de R
pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et
de Questionnaires (IRaMuTeQ®), which enables di-
fferent processing and statistical analysis of produced
texts(19),

For this study, we used the Descending Hie-
rarchical Classification, which is the mechanism that
makes up the software and consists of the use of the
corpus for the dimensioning of text segments in Ele-
mentary Context Units, classified according to the
most frequent vocabularies present in each class,

having in order to understand that they are signifi-
cant for the qualitative analysis of the data. The wor-
ds were organized by a dendogram that represented
the quantity and lexical composition of classes from a
grouping of terms, from which the absolute frequency
of each was obtained®.

The findings were interpreted and discussed in
the light of critical-educational pedagogy¥, centered
on the oppressive image of the people and the sear-
ch for freedom by the problematization that makes it
possible to modify concepts and attitudes by streng-
thening the autonomy and emancipation conquered
along with their peers.

To ensure the anonymity of the participants,
the reports from the discussions generated by the
photo-elucidation and emancipatory workshop were
identified with the letter “P”, referring to the term
Participant, followed by Arabic numerals that corres-
ponded to each elder from the sequence of the group
speeches.

The study was approved by the Ethics Commit-
tee in Research involving human beings of the State
University of Maringa (n? 37457414,6,0000,0104,
opinion n? 1,954,350/2017).

Results

Regarding the characterization of study parti-
cipants, all 15 elderly were female and the age range
was from 60 to 91 years. Regarding the time of partici-
pation in the coexistence group, there was a variation
from two months to three years.

The Descending Hierarchical Classification
allowed the analysis of 95 text segments, 60 texts
(63.1%) were used and 3,193 word occurrences were
identified. A lexical class (class 1) emerged with the
presentation of two subclasses (classes 2 and 3), whi-
ch illustrates the interclasses relationship, as demons-
trated by the clouds of words present in the classifica-
tion dendogram (Figure 1), which can be interpreted.
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Class 2:23,3%

Money
Because
Old age

To respect
old

men
Understand
Place
Ungrateful
Gray

also
pretty
Very

Not

Up until
Girl

There
Take
Board
Head

Old man
When
Stay
Medicine
Woman
Negotiate

Class 1: 43,3 Class 3: 33,3%
Today Find
Day To like
Year God
Already Clothing
Way Taste
Pass Shorts
Age Turn
So Bad
Now To give
Straighten Wear
House Leg
More Show
Son I enjoy
Service Good
Anything Speak
Create Leave
Begin Only
New On here
Come over Like this
Take along To feel
Letter Sir
People Marry
Kid Stay
Take care All
Thing Want
Happy Negotiate
Grow up
Dad

Figure 1 - Dendogram: experiences of the elderly of the coexistence group in relation to satisfaction or not with

body image

For the clarity of the three classes, their seman-
tic organization and lexicographic analysis, the inter-
pretation of the findings was systematized conside-
ring the highlighted words. It can be observed that in
Figure 1 the words are randomly positioned, the most
frequent ones appear larger than the others, eviden-
cing their prominence in the corpus of the research
analysis.

In Class 1 (Elementary Context Unit=43.3%)
the word today (n=15) was the one with the highest
frequency, followed by the word day (n=11) and year
(n=9). The interpretation that has been made regar-
ding the meanings of words is the relevant concern
that beauty assumes in the present day, exemplified
in the following lines: The majority of the elderly today is con-
cerned with the appearance. Most are beautiful. They expose what
they feel, wander, it is the best age (P1). You have to try to look be-

autiful every day, get up early, put a cream on your face, and comb
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Yyour hair well, if you think it is beautiful. Put a lip gloss on your
mouth (P2).1live in an apartment, so I have to get downstairs to be
neat, I cannot leave anyway. What if someone finds me? If you look
at me from the top down, I'm already depressed. The appearance of
the people is linked in the social presence (P3).

The experiences about the perception of the
body image by the elderly were evidenced in Sub-
class 3 (Elementary Context Unit = 33.3%) from the
words find (n=8), like (n=7) and God (n=6), related
to the concerns about the appearance and the cor-
poral representation imposed by the society, as ob-
served in the participatory discussions: I had a breast
cancer and my hair is beginning to grow again. It may be white,
rolled up; anyway, I'm going to value more today, before I could not
see my hair. Sometimes people say that my hair is bad, but I like my
hair, I think we have to like everything we have. It was God who
made us so (P3). I lost weight a little. When I see myself facing the
mirror, I see so much that it displeases. You are accustomed to that

beautiful body; you grow old and cannot understand why old age is
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so ungrateful. I'm with what God gave me. I think the ideal clothing is
the one that you feel good about (P1). When we were young, the pa-
rents would not wear a lowered skirt, could not show their legs, their
thighs. I married, and he only had anger when I talked about cutting
hair, but everything my husband took care of, and he liked long hair.
This shirt I'm wearing, the granddaughter made me put (P4).

In this way, what the old person thinks of his
body is in line with what is perceived socially. The
perception of beauty is based on the expression, in-
terpretation and unique personal experiences, but
influenced by the culture and, therefore, the elderly
associates the beautiful to the childhood and to the
youth, as presented in the lines: There is a little baby. They
have the children, the children. The young couple. All are beautiful,
but the baby is more (P1). The baby represents beauty. The children. I
think the children (beautiful), because there is hope there (P2).

When the participants were asked if the socie-
ty recognizes the beauty of the elderly person, the re-
ports indicate that the elderly to be considered beau-
tiful are those with high financial condition, reason for
the word money (n=6) to be highlighted in Subclass 2
Context Elementary = 23.3%), marking the commer-
cialization of beauty: When you are old with money, make a
liposuction, put a little something here, there. When you do not have
the money, it’s difficult, because you have to go to a hairdresser’s, you
have to dye your hair and otherwise you get old woman's hair (P3).
Not man, man is handsome gray, and woman is relaxed, others talk.
Then you want to do a nail, and you have no money, because you have
to buy the medicine, you have it too. We have to fight every day for
better (P7).

Another clear disclosure was due to the dis-
respect to the elders, therefore, the frequency of the
word respect (n=5). The word oldness (n=4), although
with less prominence and, given the characteristics of
aging, meant a positive period, with experiences and
experiences built throughout life, so that the elderly
are satisfied with their current body image: Some recog-
nize others do not. Most do not. We have to do something to be seen.
People do not see, do not respect. And especially those at home. The
ones at home are worse (P15). Even with old age, | am satisfied the
way I am by the age I have (P8). Be good to yourself. Being a really

nice person, talking to everyone, feeling good. You have to be well with

you to feel beautiful. And well with you to talk to people too, smiling
inside (P10).

It should be clarified that the discussions that
followed in the workshop were consistent with a new
understanding of beauty and body image: 1 am concerned
with appearance, zeal for my well-being, I feed myself well, I do my
best and the impossible to be well, alone I get knocked over when I'm
sick (P6). This is the representation of joy. For this woman, she does
not have a bad day, she is eighty-three, she is studying, she is beautiful
and so she is happy (P13). You have to feel good. I wear what I like. |
feel beautiful, beautiful and cheerful. I'm fine with myself. I'm a very
nice person, I talk to everybody and I feel good. You have to be well

with you to feel beautiful (P2).

Discussion

The limitation of the study was the realization
of only one meeting that approached the presented
theme, making it difficult to evaluate new percep-
tions. In addition, some elderly individuals presented
weaknesses in the effective understanding of the in-
vestigated one, which may interfere in the quality of
the answers. These limitations allow further investi-
gation.

In this research, the body image presented in
the participants’ lexicon reflects the essential element
under a new perspective of beauty, which fits the body
image tied to successful old age. Thus, it can be rede-
fined not by comparison to younger individuals, but
by preserving the individual’s potential for develop-
ment®?),

Such aspects corroborate the liberating cha-
racter of Freire’s critical pedagogy, which remains
current on the claim that removing the subject from
consciousness and removing his right to transform
the world is oppressive. Achieving authentically libe-
rating education requires conscious action by people
to transform reality9.

Healthy aging, therefore, should be an associa-
tion between physical and mental health, indepen-
dence and autonomy in daily activities, integration
and social inclusion, family support and economic
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independence®”, for which body image collaborates
greatly. The speeches portrayed the relevance of the
healthy and balanced self-image of the elderly in the
social community, which is why they are too preoccu-
pied with their personal appearance.

The inclusion in collective and community acti-
vities in Primary Health Care allows spaces to demys-
tify the values and meanings of body image in the dai-
ly life of the elderly. Freire believed in the possibility
of change concerning the human being as unfinished
subjects and in their awareness of their situation of
exploitation and domination in the face of society’s
followings("®.

Satisfaction with self-image is related to social
engagement and is related to emancipation, through
the dissemination of information and education, as a
basis for decision-making. For this reason, the empo-
werment process is possible by the group organiza-
tion, based on the changes related to acceptance and
personal satisfaction®?),

Another related issue is that there is a combina-
tion between the representations of age-related chan-
ges and the distorted views of older people, aspects
that depreciate aging®?. In this direction, it should be
noted that there was no one who chose the image of
the elderly as a synonym of beauty. Chronological age
and the visible marks of time seem to be decisive for
measuring, establishing beauty, and classifying young
and old. The social representation of the elderly is
very widespread in western culture, which in no way
allows us to renew ideals that facilitate an alternati-
ve of beauty, value the experience and even consider
the relevance of the elderly to the socialization of the
younger people(®,

The perceptions of aging reflected in the
workshop constituted a combination between repre-
sentative changes of reality, with distorted visions and
related to the jovial stereotype, and this may be one of
the reasons that the elderly view beauty in children’s
portraits*®, as this study has learned.

The pressure that society imposes on the be-
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auty model can influence all generations, with greater
oppression of the elderly population, who must adapt
to the new characteristics inherent to aging, without
the joviality of the body, which can reinforce an unsa-
tisfactory self-image(%19),

In this sense, Freire’s thought contributes to
an education aimed at liberating the subject from the
dominant moorings in society, to the right to freedom
and equality, so that the elderly can develop a cons-
cious critical understanding of their relation with the
world”®, as done in the emancipatory workshops.

Knowing that satisfaction with body image can
determine the capacity of people in their own initiati-
ves®, dissatisfaction produces an opposite result and
weakens the process of empowerment. For this rea-
son, bringing the subject body image to dialog spaces,
as in this study, can reshape concepts and practices®.

Liberating educational strategies, also called
emancipatory, such as liberating education”®, becau-
se of its critical and educational face, can serve as a re-
levant instrument against the oppression of the body
image that this work evidenced and developed as it
followed in the presentation of the findings.

As for the strengthening of older people’s safe-
ty in their image, they recognize the changes caused
by old age, but these did not prevent them from fe-
eling resolute, daring and even courageous, denoting
the decision-making power to participate in the group
independent of his self-image.

Adopting these modifications allows us to for-
get the accumulated experiences; the years lived,
adding beauty to life and to the body itself by signaling
its existence®, The educational practice proposed by
Freire supposes that accepting oneself is to develop a
conscious critical understanding of their relationship
with the world, to become more aware of their context
and their condition as a human being®.

Dialogue is part of the history of the develop-
ment of human consciousness, since it is the moment
when human beings meet to reflect on reality, because
it entails an active reflection on other human beings, it
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is fundamentally social, requiring a critical thinking®.

Social and family influences are pertinent in
the phases of life, especially with regard to the way of
acting and thinking, sometimes establishing oppressi-
ve roles that interfere in the bio psychosocial changes
of aging. It is relevant to encourage the construction
of the body image through self-discovery and self-
-concept discussed in family life, in social groups, un-
derstanding the opposite idea of oppression, that is, of
emancipatory transformation®?,

The emancipation of knowledge by elderly pe-
ople who socialize in groups strengthens the link be-
tween the health services, becomes a potential tool for
improving the quality of life and a constant search for
social transformation®®. The Freire’s reflection dialo-
gues with the individual who is not afraid to face, not
to hear, thatis, he is not afraid to reveal the world. This
dialogue results in increasing knowledge of both(".

Thus, promoting health is substantial, it ena-
bles the empowerment of people so that they can
make healthier choices of life and, thereby, strengthen
the actions necessary for a better quality life 7). Thus,
each individual must identify their needs and take
responsibility for their own care, acquire the ability to
emancipate themselves, such skill portrayed by notes
in the reports said by the elderly.

Conclusion

The research fulfilled its role of reordering
concepts and perspectives about the body image, em-
phasizing the concern of beauty and appearance as
corporal representations imposed by the society. The
model of beauty standardized in contemporary reality
imposes the perfect body and rejuvenation as accep-
table, which can cause rejection and mismatch to the
natural process of aging. Despite the natural marks,
the elderly do not intimidate themselves, dress and
act pleasantly in the intention of feeling satisfied with
their body image.
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