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Social Imaginary of Life and Death in Old Age:
A Study of Media Representation of Nursing Homes During the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Eun-Kyung Yang

Dept. of Communication, Chungnam National University

This study aimed to examine how the lives and deaths of elderly people living in nursing facilities
are meaningfully represented in the media during the coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19)
pandemic. The study used the concept of ‘social imaginary’ in conjunction with the concept of
ideology to examine the negative signification and othering of the Fourth Age in media
representations. The COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as a very important opportunity to frame
public perceptions about the elderly and care facilities for them, amidst the conflicting stances
of protecting the most vulnerable elderly from an epidemiological perspective and the reduction
and privatization of social care for the elderly from the perspective of population management,
which has been prevalent before COVID-19. In its representation of older people at risk from
the COVID-19 pandemic, the social imaginary that the news creates is not one of infectious
disease risk and fear, but of fear and dread of old age as a strange and alien entity of being
frail and sickly, and of a life in a nursing home, which can happen to anyone.

Keywords: COVID-19. Olaer People, Old Age, Care Homes, Media Representation, Ageism, Social
Imaginar, Fourth Age
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