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ABSTRACT' ‘
, Gerontological research appears to indicate that a
relatively small percentage of the elderly population of the United J
- States -attends any of the nation's senior Centers. In order to
identify the correlates of senior center participation for a sample
of elderiy living in a "smald, urban community, elderly male and female
center users (N=97) and non-users (N=125) participated in personal .
. interviews. A difference of means test for the four categories of ¢ <
) * independent variables (need, predisposing, enabling, and informal
- 4 suport) indicated significant differences among-users .and non-users
for only one variable in each of the need, enabling, and informal
support rubrics. A large number of the predisposing variables showed
differences between the two groups. Multivariate analyses, however,
indicated that not all these variables distinguished between center
users and non-users. Reasons for participdation identifired by users
included something to do, invitations 'from friends and relatives, and
a desire for company or to make friéends., Major reasons for
noa-involvement were being too busy and lack of interest. These
findings appear to support the view thaz a primary function of a
senior center is a social one. The differences in results between the )
simple and. multivariate analyses seem to indicate.the need for
multivariate data analysis. (AG) '
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CORRELATES OF SENIOR CENTER UTILIZATION

3

Geron;oiogical research indicates that a relatively small per-
centage of the U.S. population age 65 and over attends aay of the
/nation‘s estimatea 5;000 senior centers {(U.S. Senate, 1979). One nati
survey (Harris, 1977) repprted(that lS'perceqt of the elderly had
participated in a senior center activity in the éast year.

Studies done at the local level have generally angovered lower

rates of senior center usage (Krout, 1581; Downing, i957): While
lack of knowledge has been cited as a possible reason for non-
participation (Fowler, 13870), research Qas-shoqn that the large " .
majority of 'the aged are in facp aware of senior centers (Harris,
1977, Krout, 1882). This would indicate that resear?hers aeed to
look elsewhere for explanations of nonuse.

S ’
This paper reports findings from a study designed to identify )

-
the. correlates of senior center participation for a sample of
elderly living in a small urban community. A greater understanding
of the factors underlying this phenomenon will contribute to an improv
planning and prov151on of services to the elderly. The need for 3
~up to date data on thls topic has grown as senior centers have .
emerged as important components of the elderly support system and
have increasingly been identified as "focal points" in the service

delivery network (Leanse, 1981). ‘

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
A namber of previous studies have examined the use of social
and health services by the e}derly, but their findings have been
cantradictory and.relatively little research has been conducted on

senior centers!? ' ,




Some studies report that variables sich as marital status,
income, occupation, education, sex, race, and living arrangements
do not distinguish between members versus non-members, users versus

nonusers, -Or low usage versus high usage (silvey, l962;_SEorey,

‘1962; Tuckmann, 1967; Hanssen, et. al., 1978). Other reéearchers,

'

however, report some socio-demographic variables do indééd diffe£~
ent%gtevnsers from nonusers. The national survey mentioned earlier
fédnd blacks and women and those with less income and education '
more likely to have attended a senior .center ig the last yean
(Harris: 1975) . Schramm and Storey { 1961) report use gff

a senior center to be signiffcén%ly greater for males and the un-
employed while Cottrell (1975) found use of a publicly supported

transportation system for the elderly in rural Chio greater for
{

—~

females, those living alone,‘aﬁd those over age seventy.
Fowler’{l970) in a relatively comprehensive study of the
participation of the urban elderly in a wide randge of programs,

-

reports that greater use of services is found among- the elderly

with more c?ronic health conditions, more formal education and higher

incomes. Other researchers (Briéton, 1958; Hanssen et. al., 1978)
report that users of senior/;enter activities report better lewels
of health than nonusers thus contradicting Fowler. In fact, there
is increasing evidence to suggest that seniég centers still
functioh primarily as social and recreational;settings and gre

utilized by aged with relatively high levels of health, effective
)

status, and social supports {(Hanssen et. al., 1978).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
As this author has argued—else@here (Krout, 1981) much of this

\
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previous research suffers from a number of drawbacks that limit its

contribution to gerontological knowledge in general and senioxr center

»

utilization in particular. The majority of these studies are
descriptive and simply document the socio~demographic characteristics
of users. Models or theories seldom’serve.as guidelines for
research and are rarely‘tested. Reséondents typically are not '
given the opportunity to express their own reasons for‘use or non-
use although there have been exceptions,(Downing; 1957; Harris, 1875).
Research designs generally do not include'semples of users and'nbnﬁ\s

-

usérs or present multi-variate analyses of data.

The research reported here seeks to go beyond a mere socio~-
demographic cataloging of senior center user characteristics and
employs a conceptual model developed by Andersen and ‘his colleagues-
(Andersen et. al., 1975; Andersen;\et. al., 1976) that has found
considerable utility in gerontological research (Mindel and Wright,
1980; Snider,~1980; George, 1981).° This medel identifies three
factors that are presumed to account for service utilization among. ' -
the elderly: predisposing, enebiing, and need. Predisposing variavles
are seen as affecting the propensity of an individual to use services.
Variables such as age, sex,,educatlon, marital status, and llVlng
situation are used in this research as 1nd1cators of the predlsposlng

factor. Enabling factors fac111tate or inhibit *he utilization of

services should.one be predisposed to use them. Income, car

ownership, and frequency of car use are used to reflect this factor.

Finally, the need factor indicates' the Jevel of problems and is

operationalized here by self assessment of health ané mobility

items, number of sick days, and need for transportaticn. . I

<
‘ ' Q
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Iﬂ aédition to these three factors, the present research aléo
includes several variébles seen as taping a dimension aften neglected
in the study of senior center utilization-informal support.
As pointed out by the author in an earlier‘paper {(Krout, 198£L,/
previous wotrk has genexally not considered’ if the frequency of
interuction (and satisfaction with some) between an older person
and informal supports such as chiidren, friends, and neighbors
is related to senior center participation. Notable exceptions are
papers by Betchill and Wolgemut (1971) who report one half of center
participants had been recruited by friends aﬁé Hanssen et. al. 61978)
who found no differences between center users and nonusers on -

.

frequency of social contacts with children or ofhers. Presumably,
. * N >

such contact would serve as an alternative to center participation

and one would expect individuals with greater amounts of informal '

netwdfk interaction (at least for children and neighbors) to be
less likely to attend senior centers. The relationship between
center participation and amount of contact with frieﬂds on the

other hand, may not follow thiﬁgfattern., Since individuals may
develop new friendship networks ox strengtheé’9ld ones as a result
of center: participation, the freqeency of contact with friends

-

may be positively related to.center use. ng frequency of intexr~ 2
q (]

action with children, friénds, 'and neighbpré{is included in this &

analysis under thé label "Hetwork interaction" - a fourth dimension.

Whether or not an individual desires more contact with each ©

these three supports is added to the "need" dimension to reflect °

-

need for socizl contact. .
o '




METHODOLOGY . S

=",

The data analyzed in this paper were collected via in depth'
personal interviews with a sample of age sixty~andlover regidents
of a small urbkan community.~ The interviews were conducted between
November, 1981 and Feﬂruary, 1982 with a 88 percent successful ¢
completion rate. Difﬁerence of means test and multiple reéression
were used to identify the ~ariables which differeﬁtiate seniof
centere users and nonusers. To fac111tate this analys;s, two sub- »
samples of elderly ‘were 1nterV1eWed. The flrst, a sample of 125 :

center lsers, was randomly selected from the 1981 master éign in =

roster of the local senior centexr. Of° these 125 1nd1v;@uals,.97_° N
had attended the senior center in the six months prior” £% the

1nterv1ew and were 1dent1f1ed as current center part1c1pants.

»

)
* .The remalnlng 28 were classified as past users and were excluded
frogtéhe presenf analysis. The second sample of 125 nonusexs

. o i
was drawn randomly from a ;ist of age sixty and over community

’

residents co&piled from the county Gote; registration lists. The
names of indiviﬁuais who appeared on the center's roster -were
;emoved from the nonuser list. The final sample then consisted of
222 elderly. -~ ' !

The senior citizen center studled as part of this project is
a not for profit mult1~purpo§e-senlor center providing recreation,

educatlon, henlth, 1nformat10n ‘and referral transportation,

nutrltlon, luncheon club, home delivered meals, out reach services

as well as a large number of social activities for the elderly.

Established in 1967 and funded by the city and ¢ounty, the center

is primarily run by nonpaid staff although a number of employees ,

of the county Office for the Aging have offices thére. : ) T e

9

7.

-

s it o e e e e A e s Lt st At s e s e A i el et i



© . Sample

' Table 1 presents data'fof selected backgrgpnd characteris-
o \(Table 1 about here)
tics of this sampie. Seventy percent are féemale, fifty percent
are over age 70 {(median age almost 71), almost sixty percent are
married and one thlrd live alone. Forty»five oercent.report annual
: The median years of educatlon is 10.8. It should also be noted
that respondents show a high degree of re31dent1al Stablllty‘ They
have lived an average flfty years in the community and twenty nine
years. at their present address.‘ All of the respondents were white.
A'ooﬁbarisoh of these sample characteristics with national
data on the 65 end over population\}éoldo, 1980} reveals.both
similarities and differences. The present sample reports ybwer
household incomes but are moxre likely to own a hoge/ghd a car

than the national elderly averagde, And whlle the aged studied here

match the naticnal data closely on percent marrled and age seventy

household incomes of unde* §7,500 but ninety percent are homedwners

and over, they are more likely te be female and repox considerably
hlgher educatiof~}evels. Fina;}y, the elderly studled ingthis )
résferoh show a remarkable degree of residentiai stability.
. ) \
' FINDINGS oy
h i
Data reported in table 2 show the results of a simple . '
‘ (Table 2 about here} ~ . -
dlfference of means test ‘for thé four categories of 1ndependent ‘
‘variables. Slgnlflcant differences are found for only one variable
.y e e
: \'n T . r . | 2 8- | /* R ‘
\ N o Wi N .




each under the need, enabling, and informal support rubrics.

Users are less likely to report mobility limitations "due to health,

*

have lower incomes, and see their friends more often. A large

number of the predisposing variables do show significant differences
between sepior_centér users and nonusers. A significantly greater
percentage of part}cipants are female, not married;,and livé alone.
They also have an average 1% years less educatibn. Thus, predispos-
ing factors yould appear to be of primary importancé in
accounting forssenior center participation. |
. A multiple regression anélygis was performed to identify the
relative impoftance of each variable and to determine if the
controlling procedure invoked by this technique produced any
changes in the s%gnificance of wvariables. Dgta reported in Table 3
(Table 3 about here)
show that, in fact, not all the variables just noﬁed as distinguish=-
‘ing between senior centexr participénts and nonpérticipants are
related to participation when entered into a multivariate analysis.
One variable from reach factér is found to.have a significant beta
of these g
and all/are significant at the .001 level. Individuals who have
lower incomes and levels of education, see their friends Tore often,
and desire more contact with their children are more 1ikely_to
be senior center paftiéipants. These four variables explain twenty
percent of the variation in the dependent variable. The remaining

<

thirteen independent variables only explain an additional four percent
i

bringing the total explained variance to twenty four pexcent.

Tncome is the strongest predictor followed by frequency' of contact

"with friends, education, and desire for more contact with children.
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Several predlspos1ng variables are no. longer s1gn1f1cantly related
to senior center partxcrpat;on(anludlng sex, marltal status, and

living situation.

~

Purther 1nslght into senior tenter partlclpatlon is prov;ded

by data shown in Table 4. This table presents the rélative frequency

(Table 4 about here)
: )

of reasons identified by respondents for their center'participation'

. -

or nonparticipation. Three reasong stand out as explanatlons for
why individuals got 1nvolved~w1th the senior center., These are ..
something to do, invitation from friends or relatives, and desire
for company or to make friendé Nearly 50 percent of the responses
1dentr§1ed "somethlng to do", tW1ce as many as the second 1nV1ta—
tion from friends or others" / None of the responses reflect need
for as51stance. T& "for the lunch" category generally does not
indicate a nutrition related problem, but rather a desire to par- '
t1c1pate in the lunch program as a form of social act1V1ty ‘
Only two reasons stand out as major explanatlons for non-
involvement; being too busy and lack of interest. Elderly
respondents 1n other studles have also cited these as reasons
for lack of senlor center partlclpatlon {ncoa, 1975 Wagner, 1975)
These reasons account for 40 and 20 percent of the totaf responses
while "no need" is thlrd with almost elght percent. Seven per-
cent of tne nonusers czte poor health, not feeling "old“ enough,
or a negative attitude toward the center or its partlcrpants. 3
Only two percentﬁfite an enabling factor ~ lack of transportation.

Thus nonpartlclpat;§§ does not reflect to any significant degree

several reasons posited by other researchers. negative att**udes




toward the center, lack of transportation, health problems that
restrlct access, or an 1dent1f1catlon of the program as belng
for "oldies" (acceptablllty).

- .

DISCUSSION

The results of the multivariate analysis of the data are | . .
consiaerably different fro.a those obtained througp a simple
. comparison of means and percen£ages} None of the préviously
;igniﬁicant predisposing variables are found to be related to
senior center participation:and a need variable (desire for moxre

. \ .
contact with children) emerges as one of the four variables

sigﬁificaﬁtly associated with center utilization. . .. '
Senior center use 18 negatively rélated to education énd
income. This finding.suggestﬁ that those oﬁ greater means do ‘
not need; do not qualify for, or simply are not interested in
the services and activities offered at the seniof centef. It
is not surprising, then,that we find nonparticipants citing two '
major reasons for their lack of center involvement: beiné too
busy and no interest. It seems logjcai to conclude that those
elderly who are better educated and financially well situated
'have othér activities that keep them busy. They can afford to 4 R
travel or do other things by tiemselves or with others in more
glamorous-surroundings than a senior center. Their highér level
"of education has probably led them to have interests that are not
ﬁeet in the center setting.
\Qse finding that senior center users repbrt greater.contact = -

with friends probably reflects two things. First, ‘for some ..

elderly the center serves as a place of intgractioﬁ for friendships

11.
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. | .
.tndt pre-date ceﬁter partlclpatlon. This argument is supported by

the flndlng that one»qLarter of the participants cite an invitation f

by friends or others ‘as the reason for why they got involved ini-

tially.. In fact, center'participants are three times more ;ikele

N

to have friends who also attend the center. Second, it is clear b

tnat +he elderly make many new acqualntances and friends as a
J ¢ \
result’ of senior center lnvolvement, Data not reported here show

- 1

that only nine percent of the users dld not make any new friends

e

as a result of center participation, twenty seven.percent made a

.-

few ffiends, and sixty four percent state they made many new friends.

Thue, greater frequency of contact with friends appears to be both

_-aéaufe and effect of senior center-utilization. It is clear that

senior nters both inc rease and\\exnforce the elderly's frlendshlp
netwerk.
It is 4lso interesting to note that senior center participahts .
express a greater desire for increased contact with children 1an
nonparticipants but are just as likefy to visit wrth their children
daily. This finaing can be viewed as snpport for the argument . .
that center users have .a greater level ég need for social actitity
and contact. The senior center mey fill this need at one level

{friends and achaintances) but does not adequately serve as a

substitute for contact with children. Two hypotheses concerning

interaction are suggested by these findings. First, it may be
that elderly individuals participate in senior centers to compensate

for a shortage of informal network linkages. Second, it may not

be an absolute lack of such contact, but rather a meed for highexr - -

i/ *

the relationship between senior center involvement and SQClal 1
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_The data would appear to support the second supp sition. 4

n

o ' ' -11-

than average levels of socialbility that leads to center involvement.

In any event, it would‘ébpear'that these findings on informal
ﬁetwo;k interaction support the view that a primary function of a
senio}.center is a .social one. 'Thg reasons cited by participants
in table ¢ overwﬁelmingly are expressive of a desire for social
and recreational activities ‘and contact and further illust¥ate
the importance of social activity or interaction as an explanation
for center use. Concomitantly, the most frequently cited reason
for nonparticipation implies ‘a satisfactory perhaps eVén too
demanding level of social activity-

, CONCLUSIONS

Tﬁis.study presented findings on the relationship between
predisposing, enabling, need, and informal network interaction
vériables and senior center participation. In éddition, data op .
respondent identified reasons for participation/nonparticipation'
were also analyzed. )

Center users were found to be of lowet’status-éhan nonusers

in terms of income and education, have more contact with friends,

'and to desire more contact with their children. Their reasons for
i — ‘o, -

T R e
center involvement reflected a desire for social contact. that was

%
s ‘(. P

interbreted 3 indicative of insufficient social contacts‘kfor them)
or a desire to expand existing friendships or make new ones. Non-
participants, on the 'other hand, did not get invo;ved prgmarily

-

because tliey were too busy or not interested, This indicates they had

sufficient levelé of interaction or simply did not find the idea
P

of a senior center appealing.

Jota
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It is notewdrthy to.pS%Pt out that the present study clearly
. démohstrateqﬁthe need gggfﬁultivariate data analysis apd the use~
fulness of supplemggfiﬁgntraditional closed~-ended interview items
with open-énded'oées; The reported differences between center
participaﬁts and nonbart%éipants on income and education but not on
oﬁher variables sugh/;é sex, age, marital status, and health rgldtéd‘/
measures sugges‘ﬁaéréststematic research needs to be carried out
to determine more pregisely how différent complexes'of variables
influence this phenoménon. Finally, findings from the present -
study support the 6bse£§htion that senior ce?ters serve largely
social or recreééional functionsg The nature, meaning,_and con-

sequences of these social support functions for the elderlg

clearly deserve more detailed examination.

I "/
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" , TABLE 1

. .« SELECTED BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS
E OF ELDERLY RESPONDENTS (N=222}

M
- - . ad

Characteristic
.Sex
% male . 3C
% female 70
Age -
: % 60"'65 - ~ * 20
% 66”69 26
3 70~74 28
¢ 75 or older ) . T
—-median age 70.8
_Marital Status 7 , ' o
$ married = . "7 .58 i
¢ widowed o - 30
% never married o 8
\ $ divorced 4
Living Axrangement ° .
’ $ live alone : 34
% live with others : 66
Annual Household Income
$ less than $5,000 20
% $5,000-7,499 25 |
"9 $7,500-9,999 _ 29 - ‘ |
$ $10,000~14,999 : 21 .
$ $15,000 ox more 12
Education )
$ 8 years or less § 32 ) .
$ 9-11 years 24 ‘ .
$ 12 years 30
$ 13 or more years 14
. median years . 10.8
Length of Residence
median years in community ! 58.4
median years at present address g 29.4

Home Ownership . .
% own 90 ) ;
$ rent 10 . ,




TABLE 2

/

COMPARISON OF SENIOR CENTER PARTICIPANTS AND NONPARTICIPANTS

Non- ° Signi-
.+ Particiant Partici- t/Z* ficance
pant ,
NEED - . . < ‘
% poor health 55.6 58.0 .02 - ,985
$ no sick days . 75.0 82.9 1.50 .151
$ limited mobility 17.7 29.9 2.14 .033
/ % lack transportation 15.0 11.2 1.29 .166
$ desire more child contact 32.1 21.0 1.67 .096
§ % desire more friend contact 9.3 + 1l4.5 1.18 .240
.~ "% desire more. neighboxr contact 10.3 7.3 .78 ,435
T . .
PREDISPOSING .
‘mean age - 71.5 70.0 1.84 .067
% female : 76.3 62.1 3.35 .00l
mean years of education 9.7 *11.2 4.45 .000
% married . 48.5 70.2 . 3.35 .001
3 live alone 42.3 22.6 3.19 . .602
ENABLING )
-$ income 10,000 & up 16.7 38.7 4.50 .000
% own car 78.4 - 83.1 .88 +378
% use car daily 56.6 61.0 .59 «557
INFORMAL NETWORK INTERACTION . .
% visit children daily 30.0 30.3 .01 .990
% visit friends daily 50.0 36.1 2.67  .015
$. visit neighbors daily 20.8 17.5 1.25 , »169

* Differences for age and education were tested by a two-sample
t-test and the & approximat@on differences in proportio#s test
was used to test differences in the percentage variables.
significance levels are for ‘a two~-tailed test of a nullj
hypothesis of no difference. ’ /

1 o i’
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TABLE 3

-

Beta Coefficients Showing the Relationship Between Selected
Independent Variables and Senior Center Participation

Independent Variables Beta Coefficient

NEED
% poor health -,103 .
% no sick days . -.045 .
$ limited mobility ] : L112
% lack transportation -.038
$ desire more child contact . ,144%*
% desire more friend contact -.042
% desire more neighbor contact '.065
PREDISPOSING i
mean age - ) 011 -
%. female ~ .101 .
mean years of education . ~.230%
$ married No
% live alone .030
ENABLING
$ income $10,000 & up ) -,228% .
% own car . : . =.080
% use car daily -.024 ,
INFORMAL NETWORK INTERACTION
% visit with- children daily ~.028 '
% visit with friends daily .226%
% visit with neighbors daily .021
R . .489
r? .239

—

" * gignificant at .00l level ‘
NO-Variable not entered into equation due to low F value

4 ' ‘




. . TABLE 4

REASONS FOR
PARTICIPATION/NONPARTICIPATION IN SENIOR CENTER T

’,

-, - - -
{ a

Reason : Percent of Responges* I

-

“ Why Gé;\Involved‘

Something to do . '
Friends or others invite . 24.3 : %
To be with people/make friends 16.7
‘For the trips . 6
For the lunches : : 4
-Spouse was going - 1

' /.

Why Not Get Involved

Too busy . . -4
. Mgﬁ interested ‘ 1

No need

ponft feel old enough yet

Health or spouse's health

Don't like center or part101pants

Prefer to be alone

Spouse won't go

No transportation ' >

DNDWANOANNIDO
e & o+ & 3 e 3 e o

I U1 WO O O O DLW

*percents do not add to 100 because of rounding
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