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A B S T R A C T   

This paper addresses self-presentation among home-dwelling octogenarians living in the Faroe Islands. The 
purpose was to examine how older adults make meaning of ageing in interaction and examine the possible 
impact of social and cultural norms on this meaning making practice. The study is based on social con-
structionism. Interviews were conducted with both married couples and individual men and women during the 
spring of 2019. The interviewees projected a positive impression of life as older adults. They used humour to 
cover up health problems, and downward social comparison with others to enhance their own active lifestyle. 
They included third-party compliments to enhance the impression of appearing ‘younger’ than their chrono-
logical age, thus reconciling the misalignment between age norms and lived experience.   

Introduction 

Societies are ageing and the increase in the number of people at an 
advanced age is challenging most societies (OECD, 2019; United Na-
tions, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 
2020). Two decades ago, a report from the OECD stated that within the 
following decade, the number of retired people in OECD countries would 
start to grow much faster than the number of people of working age, 
which would cause fiscal and social strains to emerge (OECD, 1998). The 
negative predictions have been repeated in later reports and articles 
(Bengtson & Scott, 2011; Casey et al., 2003; Chen et al., 2018; Lundgren 
& Ljuslinder, 2011; Rouzet, Sanchez, Renault, & Roehn, 2019) and are 
partly based on assumptions regarding old age as a time of illness, 
impairment, and dependence on others. This, along with a large number 
of studies on how to promote healthy ageing (Daskalopoulou et al., 
2017; Hamer, Lavoie, & Bacon, 2014; McPhee et al., 2016; Nusselder 
et al., 2008; Palmore, 1979), has brought about political initiatives 
aimed at preventing physical decline with age by encouraging older 
adults to stay physically active. 

The Faroe Islands, an archipelago in the North Atlantic Ocean, with 
just over 52,000 inhabitants, has undergone the same demographic 
changes as other Western countries. Thus, the number of people above 
the age of eighty has increased from 2.1% (n = 1100) of the total pop-
ulation in 2000 to 4.35% (n = 2285) in 2020 (Hagstova Føroya, 2020). 
The Islands are part of Scandinavia, but due to being a remote and small- 

scale society subjected to Danish law and regulations until the mid-20th 
century, together with a strong familistic tradition, they have lagged 
behind in welfare services for older people (Jákupsstovu, 2007). 

In 2014, a new elder law intended to secure a coherent and sufficient 
services and promote healthy ageing and quality of life for older citizens 
was passed. The law draws heavily on the WHO proposals formulated in 
‘Active Aging: A policy framework’ (WHO, 2002), which defines active 
ageing as ‘the process of optimising opportunities for health, participa-
tion and security in order to enhance the quality of life as people age’ 
(ibid, p. 12). Although the concept of ‘active-ageing’ has been promoted 
during the past decade in policy, research, and practice, it is often 
reduced to concerns over the economic or physical aspects of ageing, 
which is not in keeping with the broader intentions of the WHO agenda 
(Boudiny, 2013). According to the WHO, the word ‘active’ not only 
refers to the ability to be physically active, but also refers to supporting 
people's prospects for being able to participate in social, economic, 
cultural, spiritual, and civic affairs to promote quality of life. 

Quality of life in advanced age is a concept that stems from people's 
subjective experience of ageing. It is different than the concept of ‘suc-
cessful ageing’ (Rowe & Kahn, 1997), which primarily is interpreted 
through a biomedical model focusing on objective findings despite its 
initial intention of having life satisfaction as a criterion. The model has 
been widely criticised for being too narrow and excluding all older 
adults suffering from illness or disease (Carver & Buchanan, 2016; Depp 
& Jeste, 2006; Holstein & Minkler, 2003; Martinson & Berridge, 2015). 
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Instead, we draw on the definition by Young, Frick, and Phelan (2009) 
that successful ageing is a state in which a person achieves a sense of 
well-being, high self-assessed quality of life, and a sense of personal 
fulfilment even in the context of illness and disability, which in our view 
corresponds more with the concept of quality of life. 

Following this line of thought, our study aimed to investigate the 
subjective appraisal that older adults make of their lives, how they 
construct meaning of ageing in interaction, whether they are attuned to 
the ‘active ageing’ discourse, and how self-appraisal unfolds in their 
presentation of selves. 

Background 

An increasing number of studies have shown how people at advanced 
ages resist stereotypical ideas about ageing (Hurd, 1999; Jones, 2006; 
Róin, 2014; Townsend, Godfrey, & Denby, 2006; Weis & Lang, 2012). 
Within gerontological research, a predominant focus on biological 
processes causing infirmity or impairment with age has led to ap-
proaches focusing on ageing from an everyday perspective, thus giving 
voice to ordinary people experiencing and making meaning of ageing in 
their daily living (Degnin, 2007; Gubrium & Holstein, 2000; Jolanki, 
2009; Kaufman & Elder, 2002; Pietilä, Ojala, King, & Calasanti, 2013; 
Róin, 2014). 

From a constructionist view, age is a social construct embedded in 
social norms and culture (Bytheway, 2011; Höpner & Urban, 2019; 
Twigg & Martin, 2014; Zhang, Liu, & Wu, 2017). People make meaning 
of ageing in different ways depending on the context and discourses 
available to them, not because such factors determine the way people 
construct meaning in everyday life, but because they offer a vocabulary 
of concepts (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008) or interpretive repertoires 
(Potter & Wetherell, 1987) for people to use. 

Following Goffman (1975), upholding the desired image of oneself to 
others requires deliberate effort. A positive self-image can be beneficial 
to both self-confidence and achieving social acceptance. However, 
people are generally aware of how they are looked upon and perceived 
by others, and they will use different forms of impression management 
to elicit their desired reactions (Giddens, 2005) because, as pointed out 
by Biggs (2005), “The dilemma that has to be managed is that of a 
youthful self that finds itself trapped in an ageing body” (p. 121). 

Impression management relates to the process by which individuals 
consciously or unconsciously attempt to influence how others perceive 
them (Franz, Baecker, & Truong, 2018). The earlier work by Goffman 
(1975) on how people present themselves in everyday life is useful for 
understanding how impression management unfolds in interaction and 
the influence from social and cultural norms. According to Goffman, 
“Sometimes he (the person) will intentionally and consciously express 
himself in a particular way, but chiefly because the tradition of his group 
or social status requires this kind of expression and not because of any 
particular response (other than vague acceptance or approval) that is 
likely to be evoked from those impressed by the expression” (p. 3). In 
particular, the way people at advanced ages are categorised as a group 
by primarily negative predicates (Nilsson, 2008; Róin, 2014; Rozanova, 
2010) connects to Goffman's argument about the importance of recog-
nising the tradition of a group—in this case, older adults—and the 
group's social status for how impression management unfolds. A review 
of the literature on self-presentation among older adults showed that 
they are often highly motivated to use impression management as a 
strategy to avoid the social consequences of being perceived as ‘old’ or 
belonging to the category of ‘old’ (Martin, Leary, & Rejeski, 2000). The 
authors also found that self-presentation concerns among older adults 
were especially associated with one's physical appearance, whether one 
appears to be competent and self-reliant, and whether one ascribes to 
behavioural norms. Another study used membership categorisation 
analysis to explore how ‘old’ was constructed in interactions among 
peers. The study showed how participants in group interviews distanced 
themselves from the category ‘old’ by sustaining their healthy and active 

selves through the construction of ‘unhealthy’ others (Róin, 2014). 
Similarly, Townsend et al. (2006) examined how two groups of older 
people in England made categorisation work by talking about ‘us’, the 
healthy and active, as ‘heroines’; talking about ‘the others’ as those who 
do not care about their health and staying active as the ‘villains’, and 
talking about those who needed daily care because of sickness or 
impairment as ‘the victims’. 

Negative stereotypes about old age have been shown to affect older 
adults' self-presentation and performance. A large pool of studies have 
investigated this phenomenon by priming participants with both nega-
tive and positive stereotypes before conducting different tests, primarily 
in the domain of memory (Dionigi, 2015; Hess & Hinson, 2004; Hess & 
Hinson, 2006). In a previous meta-analysis, comparing the effect of 
positive versus negative age stereotyping on behavioural outcomes in 
older adults, Meisner (2012) found that negative age priming appeared 
to have an almost three times larger effect on older individual's per-
formance during physical and mental tasks than did positive priming. 

This study departs from other studies in several ways. There was no 
‘priming’ involved although we were aware of negative stereotypes and 
the dominance of an active ageing discourse in the Faroese society. 
Having this in mind and letting the interviewees choose what to talk 
about regarding current daily living as an older adult in the Faroe 
Islands, we also sought to uncover insights into how micro-level in-
teractions might be linked to sociocultural discourses (Twigg & Martin, 
2014). 

Context 

As mentioned in the introduction, the Faroe Islands are facing the 
same demographic challenges as other Western countries. The number 
of people who are past retirement age is increasing, and the emigration 
of younger people from rural areas to larger cities or other countries has 
added to the pressure to find solutions that can help stave off fiscal and 
institutional insufficiency in the future. One such solution has been to 
encourage people to stay physically active later in life to prevent phys-
ical decline and thereby support people staying in their own homes for 
as long as possible, reducing the need for institutional care. 

The Faroe Islands are said to have what Esping-Andersen (1993) 
called ‘the social-democratic regime-type’ in which principles of uni-
versalism dominate social policies and – services. However, the devel-
opment of the Faroese welfare system has been slower, less intensive, 
and slightly different than other Scandinavian countries (Sølvará, 2012). 
Thus, it was not until the 1970s when the women entered the labour 
market that the Islands had the first nursing homes built, allowing 
women to choose work rather than the household. The backlog of 
institutional care and healthcare provision, especially in remote areas, 
makes the welfare regime of the Islands more comparable with liberal 
regimes in Mediterranean countries (Jákupsstovu, 2007). In some areas, 
the possibility of an older person obtaining institutional care seems to 
depend on when the family's capacity to service its members is 
exhausted. The Faroese culture can still be characterised as having a 
strong familistic tradition where generations take care of each other 
(Jákupsstovu, 2006; Jákupsstovu, 2007; Róin, 2015). 

Materials and method 

Method 

The study draws on social constructionism and the idea that people 
construct versions of the world and everyday life in interaction rather 
than referring to something that is evidently there (Gubrium & Holstein, 
2008). As contended by Nikander (2009), a constructionist approach 
breaks free from the notion of age as a mere unproblematic background 
variable. Instead, the focus is on how age is socially constructed through 
language in interaction and for this study, more precisely, how men and 
women at advanced ages manage self-presentation by constructing 
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versions of themselves through the use of symbols, humour, and cate-
gorisation. The ‘active interview’, a constructionist approach to con-
ducting qualitative interviews proposed by Holstein and Gubrium 
(1995), guided the process of interviewing as well as the analytic 
process. 

An interview guide was compiled before the first interview. The 
thematic guide addressed the following: everyday life, activities and 
interests, family and social relations, health, and quality of life. After 
presenting ourselves and the study's aim, all interviews started with the 
same question: What is it like to be an older citizen in the Faroe Islands 
today? 

Participants 

The participants in this study were all part of a larger cohort estab-
lished in 2008/2009 by the Department of Occupational Medicine and 
Public Health (DOMPH) and included 713 men and women born be-
tween 1934 and 1937. The original purpose was to examine their health 
by performing detailed clinical examinations and administering ques-
tionnaires on health and ageing. After a 10-year follow-up study, a 
qualitative component was included to give participants the opportunity 
to elaborate on daily living and issues that were important to them. 
Fourteen people (three couples and eight individual men and women) 
were randomly drawn from the cohort representing both persons with 
self-perceived good and reduced quality of life. Additionally, we ensured 
that the participants were geographically diverse. The participants were 
contacted by the DOMPH and asked if they would participate in an 
interview on daily living as an octogenarian in the Faroe Islands. All 
participants agreed, and an arrangement regarding time and place for 
the interview was coordinated. Three men preferred to meet at the 
DOMPH's domicile in the capital. All other interviews took place in the 
participants' private homes. All interviews were audio-recorded and 
lasted roughly 55 to 110 min. 

Analysis 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim (450 pages). During the 
transcription process and from reading and rereading the transcribed 
text, we became aware of the interviewees' effort to present themselves 
in a way that we did not find to conform to prevalent negative stereo-
typical views about old age. Our coding system bracketed and compiled 
relevant passages further analysis focusing on self-presentation in in-
teractions. The text sequences gathered were transcribed in detail, 
paying attention not simply to what was said but also how meanings 
were being constructed. We will present the findings in three parts: 
Humour and self-presentation; Activity and self-presentation, Comparing 
oneself to others, and Letting others judge by one's appearance. We include 
rather long excerpts to show how age was constructed using different 
strategies to uphold a positive impression of oneself.1 

Only five extracts are included in this paper. This was a deliberate 
choice. Rather than presenting many short quotations and failing to 
contextualise the extracts within the interactional process of the in-
terviews, we draw on a few rather long extracts to be true to a 
constructionist approach. 

Ethical considerations 

The septuagenarian follow-up study was approved by the Faroese 
Ethical Committee and the Faroese Data Protection Board. All the par-
ticipants provided informed consent. They were informed that they 

could withdraw at any time for any reason. 

Findings 

The interviewees were all in their eighties. Most of them had expe-
rienced health problems such as arthritis, heart problems, and diabetes 
at some time during the preceding years, and three of them had received 
treatment for cancer previously. However, health problems were only 
occasionally mentioned during the interviews and often just as a starting 
point for discussing how they engage in activities despite health-related 
limitations. 

A common strategy to manage impressions in order to reduce the 
severity of feeling limited in daily living caused by health problems was 
to use a humorous tone, or by joking or laughing about oneself. 

Humour and self-presentation 

Edward is an 83-year-old man living with his wife, Elsa, in a village 
north of the capital. He had retired after many years of physically 
demanding manual labor work. Their house lies on a steep hill 
approximately 30 m up from the road to the house. Edward met us in the 
doorway with a big smile. He was visibly short of breath and had dif-
ficulties walking. The house has three floors. Taking his shortness of 
breath into consideration, we asked him how he managed the stairs to 
which he answered, laughing: “I just take them on all four”. 

In the extract, we enter the conversation after Edward had elabo-
rated on his health condition and the multiple medical tests he had been 
through without getting any explanation for his condition. 

E: When I was about 70, my legs could not stand up to working 
anymore. 

I: Worn out? 
E: Yes, but somehow when I stopped working it got better for a while. 
I: Yes? 
E: But I have not walked the mountains gathering sheep for years. It 

worsened drastically during a trip in the mountains (laughing). I 
couldn't walk anymore as they say, but I walked the long way home even 
if it took me twice the time it used to (laughing). Now it is just that I am 
short of breath. 

I: So, shortness of breath is the main problem now? 
E: Yes, it is terrible how difficult it is for me to breath (.) just walking 

from the road to the house. It is embarrassing, but when we go grocery 
shopping (.) she (points at his wife) carries everything (.) and I walk 
behind her empty handed with my stick (laughs loudly). 

I: How do you feel about that? Embarrassed? 
E: I am getting used to it (all laugh) 
(The conversation then turned to daily doings after retirement and 

Edward was telling about all his building projects in the house) 
I: So, life as a retiree is alright? 
E: Yes, I always have work to do. 
I: You are still working? 
E: Yes, there is a brand-new door in the basement that I am going to 

finish working on. 
I: Okay (surprised) 
E: The other door was too heavy, so I bought an electronic door 

(laughing). 
I: I see. 
E: I am going to renovate the windows in the basement as well. They 

will be delivered any day now. 
I: Are you up for it? 
E: No, not at the moment, but when I am, I will take it step by step. 
(Later in the interview, we ask about his doings during the day) He 

answers: 
How I spend my time?? No, I ask, how do I get enough time 

(everybody laugh) I have, I have too much to do. 
I: Okay. 
E: I intend to start working on the basement floor (.) I have started. 

1 In the transcripts, we used the following signs: (.) indicates a short hesita-
tion/pause during talking; underlining a word means that the speaker 
emphasised the word; [] brackets indicate participants interrupting each other, 
and () means comments or observations by the interviewer. 
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I: Oh, okay. 
E: Now I have to clear away all the jumble (laughs loudly) before I 

can go on with the work. 
In this long extract, Edward is managing his impression by down-

playing his physical condition, which is obviously not so good; the use of 
humour and laughter takes the sting out of the possible negative con-
sequences of his present condition. There is a clear discrepancy between 
how Edward appears and the way he presents himself. For example, he 
admits to being short of breath. However, instead of dwelling on the 
subject, Edward jokes about it by painting a picture of himself as a 
useless man who lets his wife carry heavy loads, while he just walks 
behind with his stick. When we ask if this makes him feel embarrassed, 
he answers that he has gotten used to it, which makes everybody laugh. 
Although said in a joking way, the phrase ‘used to’ signals that his 
shortness of breath might not just be a temporary condition even if he 
later uses the phrase ‘not at the moment’, when asked if he is up to 
working in the basement. 

The interviewers questioned his physical capability based on our 
observations and Edward responds by presenting himself in a way that 
does not match his physical appearance. He is busy, does not find 
enough time for all his activities, has plans for larger renovations of the 
basement floor, and laughs when telling about the jumble he has to clear 
away before he can get on with the work. Edward presents himself in a 
way that signals self-confidence and pride and rejects the idea that (age- 
related) shortness of breath should mean giving up on ‘staying busy’. 

Betty and Neil are both eighty-four years old and have been married 
for 65 years. They live in a small drive-through village approximately 
40 km from the capital. Neil has worked most of his adult life on the sea 
on different fishing boats while Betty has worked at home, raising 4 
children, and taking care of a small-scale animal husbandry business. 
After talking about their children, grandchildren, and great- 
grandchildren and their lovely garden, the talk turned to Neil not 
feeling so good lately: 

I: Are you tired? (to Neil) 
B: Yes, that's it, he always wants to lie down. 
N: It's because I'm so lazy (both laughing) 
I: I am sure that is not the only reason(smiling) 
N: I can't overcome anything anymore and I can't get myself to get up 

[It didn't used to be like that?] 
N: No, I have been 51 years on the sea. I usually got home late at 

night but still woke up early without any trouble (talks about how 
amazing and demanding life was at sea and how difficult it was to give it 
up). 

N: Now it is just one day at the time. 
I: Do you receive any kind of home care? (.) Are you managing all by 

yourself (turns to Betty) 
B: Yes, I manage [it must be demanding] yes, but I don't clean the 

way I used to (.) now I take it as it comes [yes, now you have plenty of 
time] yes [but you are not bored?] no, I am not bored at all (.) time has 
never gone so fast [really?] no [what do you do?] I do crosswords, I knit, 
embroider (.) 

N: For me it is different, I just lay here on the bench yelling “Betty” 
(laughing) 

Betty is worried about Neil being ‘tired’ all the time and wanting to 
lie down. Using the verb ‘tired’ does not relate to ‘not being capable’ or 
age-related limitations in physical capacity. Rather, ‘to be tired’ is a 
condition that appears at any age. Indirectly, however, Neil does relate 
his condition to his age when comparing with what he used to overcome 
and by using the adverb ‘anymore’. However, by using humour, he 
manages to reverse the impression of himself from being feeble or weak 
to just being ‘lazy’ and ‘yelling’ “Betty” while lying on the bench, which 
the interviewer questions with a smile. Betty appears to manage the 
household and take care of Neil. Homemade cake is served, and she 
proudly shows all her knitting and embroidery. Nevertheless, we suggest 
that she has ‘plenty of time’ now and ask if she gets bored, a question 
that can be understood as an expression of prejudice towards daily living 

in advanced age. Like Edward did in the previous extract, Betty answers 
that time has never gone so fast, rejecting the idea of later life to be 
dreary. She is active in many ways, doing what she wants. 

Accounts about being active in daily living were put forward in 
different versions as part of the interviewees' way of managing a positive 
impression and to ‘construct age’. In the next section, we use extracts as 
examples of how activity as part of self-presentation was displayed 
during the interviews. 

Activity and self-presentation, comparing oneself to others 

Karen is an eighty-four-year-old woman living with her male friend 
in a small village in the North. She never had children of her own, but 
she is very close to her nieces and nephews who mean a great deal to her. 
We enter the conversation after Karen has told about her long working 
life. 

I: Did it feel like a void to stop working? 
K: Yes, that's for sure (.) something is really missing (.) indeed there is 

(.) Fortunately, it has always been easy for me to talk to people. 
I: So, you have been retired for about 10 years now? 
K: Yes, how about that, time flies. 
I: What does your day look like? 
K: I read (.) take a walk (.) and then I drive up north (.) I like talking 

on the telephone too and (.) the iPad (laughing) [there you can use a lot 
of time] yes (laughs) (.) yes and then I keep up on the television, now I 
look forward to two o'clock then (.) I look forward to watching Ramsey, 
you know [What is? Oh, the competition?] yes, the competition (.) chefs, 
there is a terrible turmoil in the kitchen (.) and then I watch what comes 
the next day, you know. So, I sit there and (.) sometimes I go down to the 
older people (.) oh shut up (.) I can't be bothered to sit there [so it is, is 
it?] it's these, you know, old people (.) old people who meet, you know 
(.) they meet Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday (.) from half past two 
to half past five, I think (.) I don't know, I don't know. 

I: Are they doing any needlework or? 
K: Yes, they sit and knit and talk and (.) so that's that, and sometimes 

we go for an outing. Now, I am not quite the kind of person to (.) I don't 
have the necessary patience to sit down there for three full hours, that's 
not me (.) no, I have to get up and walk (.) I am around people all day, 
here I am alone, here I can walk around [but it is good to walk] yes, so 
now I look forward to clean up (.) to get it neat in front of the house, to 
get it neat, yes (.) I really like to keep everything neat [yes] but I have to 
say, the backyard really needs a serious effort (.) but, wait and see, I will 
get to it. 

I: It is about keeping up. 
Karen presents herself as an active woman, unlike the ‘old people’ 

who spend three hours knitting and talking three days a week. She is 
very definite about this and even says ‘oh shut up’ to stress her attitude. 
She distances herself from ‘these old people’, and by asking us ‘you 
know’, she seems to refer to common-sense attitudes towards ‘old peo-
ple’ as physically inactive. She must be physically active on her own 
premises, she gets up and walks, and she looks forward to working in her 
garden when it gets warmer. She presents herself as a tidy person “I 
really like to keep everything neat” and confirms that “the backyard 
needs a serious effort”. Karen almost tries to convince herself that she is 
up for it “but wait and see, I will get to it”. We try to encourage her by 
saying, “It's about keeping up”. In the meantime (our visit was in early 
spring), she watches television, talks on the phone, and uses her iPad. 
The latter activity is mentioned with a laugh and then more laughter 
when the interviewer suggests that the iPad is a time-consuming in-
vention, which she confirms. During talk about her daily indoor activ-
ities and how they do not give the impression of a physically active 
person, Karen change the subject to manage a different impression by 
distancing herself from ‘old people’ who spend time just knitting and 
talking. Remarkably, however, she does include herself in the group of 
‘old people’ when telling us that ‘we go for an outing’ sometimes. This 
ambiguity between being part of the group ‘older people’, when using 
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the pronoun we, and her earlier distinction between herself and ‘older 
people’ is noteworthy. 

Managing a positive impression by comparing oneself to peers was 
also a strategy used by George, an eighty-three-year-old man living with 
his wife, Anna, in the Western part of the islands. Since his retirement, 
he had been active taking care of many acres of land and sheep, but a 
light stroke had forced him to downsize his activities. He let go of the 
sheep but still has a few acres where he grows potatoes ‘on his knees’ as 
he told us laughing. Apart from this, he has taught himself woodturning 
from watching YouTube, which has become his main interest and ac-
tivity during the day. The following extract is from our conversation on 
doings in everyday life and mobility: 

I: Do you sometimes leave the village? 
G: No, not anymore. We used to do it a lot (.) I don't know, we are not 

up to it anymore. 
I: It's best to stay at home? 
G: It turns out that way, when one gets older it is enough just to walk 

around the house (smiling) [Yes]. 
G: That is about it (.) and then I usually go for a walk down to the 

harbour. 
I: Do you have a local ‘under house’ (boathouse were seniors gather). 
G: Yes, there is one, but I never went there (.) [how come?] 
G: It did not appeal to me (.) they only talk about fishing and family 

relations (smiling). 
I: And that does not appeal to for you? (smiling). 
G: No, that wasn't me at all (laughing). 
I: Were they playing cards and so? 
G: No, no, no, just sitting there. I tried to get them out from their 

chairs, but they didn't lift their asses [really?] not ever, then I quit – over 
and out [You want activity?] oh yes. 

In this extract, it is interesting how George sometimes contradicts 
himself. On the one hand, he uses age to justify diminishing mobility 
when saying that it is enough to walk around the house now. On the 
other hand, he distances himself from his contemporaries, who ‘just sit 
there’. They do not even lift their ‘asses’ out of the chairs, although he 
has tried to make them do so. The noun ‘ass’ stresses his attitude towards 
those who, in his view, are too passive. He wants activity, hence he quit. 
George presents himself as an active person compared to many of his 
peers. However, his activity pattern has changed to be more centred 
around the house, unlike previously, when he and his wife often trav-
elled around the islands and abroad, which he told us later in the 
interview. 

During this and the previous interview, comparing oneself to others 
is used to present oneself in a manner that underpins one's own active 
way of living, which conforms with the dominant active ageing 
discourse prevalent in today's Faroese and Western societies. 

Interviewees did not directly compliment themselves for their active 
lifestyle and youthful appearance or suggest that they felt younger than 
their chronological age, which may be because self-praise might not 
contribute to a positive impression. However, most of the participants 
made an effort, in their own way, to present themselves in a positive 
manner, signalling a rejection of the idea that advanced age means 
decline and inactivity. 

Letting others judge by one's appearance 

Ove was an eighty-four-year-old widower. Before the following 
sequence, Ove had been telling about the different activities that kept 
him occupied and physically fit. He swims three times a week, does 
volunteer work for his religious community, goes fishing alone on his 
boat, and supplies the family with seafood, both fresh fish and fish 
prepared in various ways. 

I: How is your health now? 
O: Thanks, my health is fine. 
I: You stay in shape (Ove has previously told that he swims 600 m 3 

times a week). 

O: Yes, yes, I try my best (.) but I have asked the doctors (.) I go to 
medical checks for prostate cancer every 6 month, it is 11 years ago, but 
6 years ago I had a relapse and I had to go to Denmark for radiation 
treatment. Now I'm going to compliment myself (Ove laughs out loud) 
[yes?] 

O: Now I guess you are going to get tired? [no, not at all]. 
O: I was admitted to a Danish hospital. I arrived there and a young 

chief physician, a female chief physician welcomed me, and I said “hello, 
I was sent here to get 32 radiation treatments” (.) and then the chief 
physician said “I am in charge here and I make the decisions” and then 
she said “I have received the message from your doctor, however, I made 
a prior decision not to offer radiation treatment to a man turning 80” 
[really?] 

O: Her plan was medical treatment only, but when she saw me 
walking into her office, she changed her mind (everyone laughs) [yes, 
age is just a number]. 

O: I never felt a thing afterwards. I was on the track running right 
away (.) I never felt a thing. 

I: You are in great shape then? 
O: Yes, my physical condition is good [that is so important] Yes, I 

never felt a thing. 
Throughout the interview, Ove manages to give a very positive 

impression about his life and barely mentions his health condition. He 
does not boast about it directly, but in this extract, he manages to create 
an image of himself as younger than his chronological age by referring to 
a health authority judging his appearance. The misleading interpreta-
tion of age from a mere chronological basis becomes evident when the 
doctor ‘saw Ove walking into her office’ and changed her treatment 
strategy. The whole episode referred to in the extract, is imbued with 
humour. Ove laughs when explaining what happened, and we all laugh 
about the doctor changing her mind when she saw him walking into her 
office. Ove does not want to boast, excuses himself for doing so and 
almost asks for permission to continue, asking if we are getting tired of 
listening to him. Boasting or bragging about oneself might give a bad 
impression, but the humorous story does the opposite and makes us 
respond by complimenting him about being in great shape. 

Discussion 

Originally, this study was intended to give an overall impression of 
daily living as an octogenarian in the Faroe Islands. However, the 
extensive effort interviewees undertook to present themselves as active, 
partly compared to others but also by diminishing possible health 
problems, using humour, and joking about themselves, was striking. 
Overall, it appeared that stereotype threats (i.e., the concern about being 
judged based on negative stereotypes about older people) induced 
impression management strategies to cope with these negative 
stereotypes. 

Different contexts lead people to focus on different aspects of self 
(von Hippel et al., 2005). Leary, Allen, and Terry (2011) have suggested 
that research has failed to address self-presentation as it occurs in 
everyday life. In their view, most research falls short of capturing the 
complexities of real-world self-presentation. Instead, a great number of 
studies on self-presentation or impression management have been con-
ducted as laboratory ‘tests’ with explicit purposes, such as tests on 
memory (Barber, 2017), anxiety (Osborne, 2007), and hearing ability 
(Barber & Lee, 2015). The situational context of this study deviated from 
that of other studies on self-presentation by being conducted at the 
homes of the participants apart from the three men, who preferred to 
meet at the DOMPH. The home environments meant the interviewees 
tailored their self-presentation accordingly. We were heartily welcomed 
and served as guests, apparently without constituting any stereotype 
threat. However, as clarified in the introduction, a neoliberal discourse 
has come to dominate discussions of preventing a decline in later life and 
staying active is considered the responsibility of the individual. More-
lock, Stokes, and Moorman (2017) even contended that ageing and later 
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life are increasingly culturally constructed in ways that threaten a per-
son's sense of self. Overall, our findings suggest similarities with results 
from other countries and cultures despite our expecting some differences 
caused by the Faroe Islands being in arrears with structured and insti-
tutional care. 

Different strategies were used by the interviewees to uphold a posi-
tive self-image. We broke down the findings into three themes for ana-
lytic reasons, although they overlapped and intersected. The first theme 
was about how humour was used to manage a positive impression. Both 
Edward and Neil suffered from true health-related problems, but they 
managed to create a positive emotional sentiment or atmosphere by 
using self-mockery (Edward took the stairs ‘on all fours’ and Neil was 
just ‘lazy’), which might be considered a way to manage a positive 
impression despite disclosing their physical impairments (Beard, 2004; 
Francis, 1994; Ungar, 1984). Thus, controlling other people's antici-
pated reactions can be achieved by using humour and laughter (Renner 
& Heydasch, 2010). To maintain an image that conforms to the domi-
nating discourse of activity as the condition for health and well-being in 
later life, the two men used different strategies. Neil referred to activities 
in the past, while Edward talked about all his plans for future activities. 
However, both interviews were imbued with humour, which, as con-
tended by Bitterly and Schweitzer (2019), is a powerful impression 
management tool. Research has demonstrated how humour provides 
older adults with a strong coping tool for resisting negative views on 
ageing (Nimrod & Berdychecsky, 2018) and that people who frequently 
use humour are more likely to cope with stress and to enhance a sense of 
competence and well-being (Wanzer, Sparks, & Bainbridge Frymier, 
2009). Thus, our findings seem to correspond to findings from other 
studies, suggesting that humour as part of self-presentation is far more 
widespread than just related to specific cultures. 

Presenting oneself as active compared to similar-aged people was the 
second theme we found in the data. Both George and Karen framed 
themselves as different from their peers. Karen used the phrase ‘these old 
people’ and thereby distanced herself from the group ‘old’. Age group 
membership has proven to impose a threat to the self through negative 
stereotypes associated with age and ageing (Weis & Lang, 2009), and 
Karen perceived herself as ‘younger’ than her peers by emphasising her 
active lifestyle and dissociating herself from stereotypes about old 
people as being passive. Similarly, George talked about his peers who 
just sit on their ‘asses’. He disavowed their physical ‘passivity’ by saying: 
‘over and out’ for his part. For both Karen and George, a misalignment 
between stereotypes about older adults and their own lived experience 
characterised their way of managing a positive impression consistent 
with an active lifestyle as a way to stay ‘fit’ and ‘not old’. They ‘con-
structed age’ by using downward social comparison with other older 
adults and thereby enhancing their own active lifestyle (Wills, 1981) or 
projected a positive personal identity for themselves (Paoletti, 2004). A 
certain degree of ambiguity, however, became visible during the in-
terviews. For instance, Karen distanced herself from, ‘the older people’, 
but at the same time included herself in the group ‘older people’ using 
the pronoun ‘we’ when going on arranged outings. For his part, George 
distanced himself from other older people who ‘just sit doing nothing’ 
although also explaining how downsizing of various activities had been 
an inevitable part of getting older. 

The last theme about letting others judge by one's appearance only 
involved one respondent. However, the extract gives a good description 
of how stereotypes of old age are linked to chronological age and ways to 
oppose these stereotypes. Ove described himself as a very active man 
both regarding physical activities and social involvement. The interview 
was imbued with laughter, with Ove joking and telling stories about the 
past. In the extract, he tells a story about letting a third-party compli-
ment him on his physical appearance. Praising oneself might be a deli-
cate matter that leaves one vulnerable to unfavourable character 
assessment or accusations of bragging (Speer, 2012). By letting another 
person give praise, Ove can avoid ‘bragging’ or ‘self-praise’, oppose 
stereotypes linked to chronological age, and manage a stronger 

impression of himself as ‘younger’ than his chronological age. Relatedly, 
Morelock et al. (2017) suggested that “subjective age appears to pull 
away from chronological age as the latter increases” and that “increasing 
chronological age might lead to increased misalignment between age 
norms and lived experience” (p. 17). At the end of the extract, we 
complimented him for his good health and told him that age is just a 
number. 

During all the interviews, it was clear that we as interviewers drew 
on an activity discourse when complimenting and encouraging the men 
and women. This was not a consciously driven approach but rather the 
very picture of how influential the discourse has become and how it 
works ‘behind our backs’ when interacting with others. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the subjective appraisal 
that older adults make of their lives, how they construct the meaning of 
ageing in interaction, whether they are attuned to the ‘active ageing’ 
discourse, and how self-appraisal unfolds in their presentation of selves. 
We found that both men and women in the study projected a positive 
impression about life as an older adult in the Faroe Islands. Different 
strategies were used to manage a positive impression; they used humour 
to cover up health problems, downward social comparison with other 
older adults to enhance their own active lifestyle, and included third- 
party compliments to enhance the impression of being active and 
‘younger’ than their chronological age, thereby reconciling the 
misalignment between age norms and lived experience. The pronounced 
activity discourse appeared to be generally accepted among the in-
terviewees. However, the participants grew up at a time before the 
health care system was developed on the islands, which might be an 
equally important reason for the interviewees to maintain an active life- 
style for as long as possible and stay self-reliant. 

Further studies are needed to understand how older adults manage in 
daily living and what activity means to them. Staying active does not 
mean the same thing to all older adults. It is therefore important to 
provide diversified opportunities for staying active and optimum con-
ditions for all, including those plagued by health problems or disabil-
ities, and not impose youth-centric neoliberal biases that homogenize an 
increasingly diverse group of older people. 
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Róin, Á. (2014). Embodied ageing and categorisation work amongst retirees in the Faroe 
Islands. Journal of Aging Studies, 31, 83–92. 
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