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‘¢ ENTERS are good and older

C people should” is the prevailing
ideology in social gerontology, retire-
ment planning programs and sponsors
of older adult leisure time services. The
sales pitch is insistent and persistent
from many sources, including Jewish
community centers.

The expansion of existing programs
and/or proliferation of new ones may
connote the “pull” of the Center’s serv-
ices whereas, all too often, it is an
adaptation to the “push-out” from
prior social and economic institutions
and roles.

Almost all Centers can point to a
linear relationship between funding or
service expansion and membership or
attendance. Membership figures may
show geometric, perhaps even expo-
nential, rates of growth in relatively
short spans of time.

What does this mean? Does maxi-
mum participation imply maximized
satsfaction? A resounding  “no!”
emerged from a study of older adults’
satisfaction with their participation in a
Jewish community center located in a
large urban metropolis.

Research Objectives

The purpose of this empirical study
was to measure the degree and sources
of consumers’ satisfaction (or dissatis-
faction) with the participation products
offered by suppliers of services in a
Jewish community center. The percep-
tions of the older active members and
staff concerning the active members’
participation in the Center provided an

* Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Na-
tional Conference of Jewish Communal Service,
San Francisco, June 5, 1974.
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empirical basis for exploration of the
appropriate policy, planning and pro-
gram issues.

A basic assumption of the study was
that -high congruence of perceptions
between staff and members dem-
onstrated staffs high responsiveness
to active members’ participation goals,
satisfaction and participation problems.
Low congruence between them de-
noted the opposite.

The major questions of the investiga-
tion may be described in systems terms:

Input System Functions
l l
Goals Participation
Opportunities
Output Feedback
l l

Satisfaction Recommendations for
(Positive or regulation of system
Negative) functions

Or, in conceptual terms:

“Goals” were treated as expectations of
satisfaction, prior to participation.
“Participation” referred to members’
activity  opportunities, which were
channelled toward implementation

of their goals.

“Satisfaction” represented positive ac-
tualization of members’ participation
objectives.

“Problems” measured negative realiza-
tion of members’ participation goals.

“Recommendations” provided staff and
members a vehicle for expression of
change strategies in areas of policy,
planning and programming.
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Methodology of Study

The Park Jewish Community Center
(a pseudonym) was one of two Centers
with the most advanced prototypes of
service to older adults in this major
metropolitan area. Assessments by pro-
fessional informants in city and state
agencies, written materials and direct
observation of several Centers provided
the basis for this judgment.

The sampling design included all of
the direct service staff and 100 active
members. “Active members” were de-
fined as those who had attended at
least half of the scheduled meetings of
a group during the month prior to the

. field work. (For the balance of this pres-

entation, “members” will be equivalent
to “active members”).

Data collection strategy involved, (1)
individual face-to-face interviews, of
about an hour, with direct service staff
and members, (2) observation of group
activities, (3) analysis of organizational
documents: statements of organiza-
tional goals, program  reports,
schedules, newspapers, bulletins, etc.

Ultimately, 20 staff served as re-
spondents and 107 members were in-
terviewed. This included 60% of the
176 active members. However, there
were 577 members in the Center. It is
somewhat surprising to note that only
30% of the paid membership could be
considered as “active,” according to the
defined criteria. An analysis of the rela-
tively low participation of 70% of the
membership would provide additional
data concerning members’ satisfaction
with their participation.

Over one third of the potential
members’ sample refused to be inter-
viewed, primarily for lack of time, poor
health or general disinterest.

The field work was performed by
four interviewers and the researcher-
writer. “Interviewer bias,” i.e., the
mean of the percentage of differences

between the findings of the interview-
ers and the researcher was less than
10% for all respondents.

As a reliability check, the researcher
re-interviewed the first respondent of
each interviewer. Partial or full agree-
ment between the interviewers and the
researcher ranged from 72-78%. Note
that this was done early during the
field work when the interviewers were
new at their work.

The data analysis consisted of fre-
quency distributions, percentage tables
and cross-tabulations. The approach
was one of “indication,” i.e., a descrip-
tive presentation of the data, as to the
main trends and their relationships.

No tests of significance were per-
formed as almost all of the staff were
contacted (95%) and all of the members
were reached.

For lack of space, background in-
formation regarding the Center will be
omitted. As to the respondents, the
Center staff was predominantly a
native-born, married, Jewish woman,
under 65, who was a college graduate.
The modal member was a widowed
Jewish woman, over 65, who was born
in Europe. Her highest educational
level of achievement was a high school
diploma or less.

Major Findings

In the analysis of goals and satisfac-
tion, the following categories were
utilized: (1) “ego maintenance,” i.e.,
mental stimulation; creative expression;
opportunities for achievement, service,
decision-making; (2) “interpersonal re-
lations,” mostly with other members;
(3) “problem-solving,” i.e., resolution of
difficulties concerning use of time, fi-
nances, escape from problems; (4) “en-
hancement,” i.e., general enjoyment,
opportunities for recreation or fun.

The categories of “disengagement,”
“reward” and “sex” were explored and
dropped, for lack of an adequate
number of respondents.
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Input into Center System: Members’
Goals for Participation:
Staff and Members’ Report

The primary function of the Center
was defined as “problem-solving” con-
cerning the use of time by over % of
the staff and about % of the members.
These were definitions of the Center’s
goals, i.e., its function or task as pro-
vider of service.

Members’ goals for Center participation
were assessed, as follows: Interpersonal
relations were cited as the ranking ob-
Jjective for members’ participation in
the Center by over % of the staff and
over % of the members.

Interestingly, members’ goals for
group participation differed, regardless
of group type. “Ego maintenance” was
the paramount goal for members’
group participation, according to about
4/5 of the staff and 3/5 of the members.

Already, disparities emerged be-
tween perceptions of the Center’s goal
in providing service, members’ goals
for Center participation and their goals
for group participation. Note that three
types of goals were mentioned: use of
time-problem solving; interpersonal re-
lations; ego maintenance.

System Function/Process:
Participation Opportunities

In this study, participation was
viewed as a measure of members’
potential opportunities for realization
of their salient goals: interpersonal
relations and ego maintenance.

General Center Participation
(Member Self Reports Only)

About % of the members were in-
volved in recreation and socialization
groups, the largest participation cate-
gory. The second ranking group
categories included about half of the
members. They mentioned involve-
ment in creative expression groups and
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unorganized activities (informal con-
versations, television, card-playing,
meals, reading).

General Group Participation
(Staff and Members’ Reports)

Socialization activities predominated
within all group types in the Center,
according to over 90% of the staff and
members. The second ranking partici-
pation categories within a group were
(1) creative expression and education
(according to % of the staff), (2) recrea-
tion and education (according to over
Y% of the members).

Interestingly, more members than
staff reported unorganized activities
within the group — 69% of the mem-
bers and 55% of the staff. Perhaps,
staff reported less unstructured, inde-
pendent, member-initiated activity to
highlight their indispensable quality in
keeping members “busy.”

Again, discrepancies appeared be-
tween staff and members concerning
their perceptions. These incongruen-
cies carry great weight insofar as they
represent behavioral descriptions of ac-
tivity types within the group, which
might be expected to coincide. What,
then, may one expect of less tangible
evidence?

Center Social Integration
(Member Self Reports Only)

The quality of members’ interper-
sonal relations, i.e., their social integra-
tion or cohesiveness within the Center,
was measured on the basis of the
number of people known under
specified conditions of social intimacy.

The presence of 1-5 “close friends”
at the Center was reported by over %
of the members. Over % of them men-
tioned 1-10 “close friends.”

Of course, much depends on indi-
vidual, subjective definitions of a “close
friend.” It may be anyone who shows
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some kind of personal attention, con-
sidering the sense of loss and desertion
often expressed by older people. Or,
indeed, a “close friend” is a trusted and
reliable confidant and helper.

Over 10% of the membership re-
ported that he/she had no close friend.
If the “very high” category of “21 or
more close friends” is added, on the
assumption that such inflated claims
are designed to hide the reality of no
close friend, then, 27% of the members
indicated that they had no close friends
at the Center!

Considering the goal emphasis on in-
terpersonal relations and the extent of
socialization activity at the Center, this
was an important, unanticipated find-
ing. And yet, 82% of the members had
reported eight years or more of Center
participation!

It is true that physical aloneness
and/or social isolation may produce a
search and participation in a social en-
vironment, such as a Center. However,
social contact does not necessarily pro-
duce social cohesion or a sense of re-
latedness, as shown by the members’
responses.

Decisional and Management
Participation

Group decisional and management
participation were viewed as measures
of members’ potential opportunities for
realization of their ego maintenance
goals.

Decisional Participation

(Staff and Members’ Reports)

A consistent pattern was evident of
variations between staff and members’
perceptions with respect to (1) mem-
bers’ actual decisional activity, assump-
tion of decisional roles, participation in
specified types of decisions; (2) Mem-
bers’ general interest in decisional par-
ticipation and aspirations for involve-
ment in specified decision types.

More of the staff (90%) than mem-
bers (39%) reported decisional activity
by members. By contrast, more mem-
bers (84%) than staff (70%) expressed
interest in decisional participation.

Why do such inconsistencies appear?
Twenty per cent more staff reported
members’ actual participation over
members’ participation interest. Does
this mean that 20% of the members
were taking part in decision-making
under duress or with low motivation?

One doubts that, considering the
voluntary nature of association in the
Center and in any group. More likely, a
staff bias has entered in the guise of
adherence to the self-determination
ideology of social group work, the dom-
inant professional group in Jewish
community centers. In addition, the
organizational goals stated by the Cen-
ter’s executive emphasized the encour-
agement of members’ self-sufficiency
and responsibility.

The data points in the direction of
greater interest in decision-making on
the part of members than actually oc-
curred. Recall that 84% of the mem-
bers expressed interest in decision-
making although 39% reported actual
participation — a variation of 45%!

What types of roles did members
undertake in their decisional activity?
In what types of decisions were mem-
bers involved within their groups?

Staff over-estimated members’ voting
activity by 27% (94% of staff to 67% of
the members). In addition, staff over-
reported members’ roles as proposers
of action by 40% (83% of staff to 43%
of the members). By all accounts, there
was less member participation and au-
tonomy in the preliminary stages of
decision-making, i.e., initiation of
suggestions and collection of informa-
tion, in defining choices for alternative
courses of action.

Two types of decisions dominated
members’ participation. Members were
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involved in Center program planning
decisions according to 88% of staff and
members, i.e., time and place of ac-
tivities, program content and arrange-
ments, food service, etc. Decisions con-
cerning policies and procedures were
mentioned by 61% of staff and mem-
bers, i.e., schedules, fees, space, dietary
laws, etc.

Staff and members perceived general
low interest on the part of the member-
ship to expand their current decisional
participation. ~ Staff  over-estimated
members’ interest by 26%—40% staff to
14% members.

Note that 90% of the staff reported
that members were involved in
decision-making. Yet, 40% of the staff
indicated that members would be in-
terested in additional decisional par-
ticipation.

It is true that staff might believe that
members who were involved in one de-
cision type might prefer involvement in
four decision types. However, the con-
sistent pattern of staff’s excessive claims
concerning members’ decisional par-
ticipation, as compared to members’
reports, rendered more plausible the
spuriousness of staff’s original assess-
ment of members’ decisional participa-
tion. This appeared to reflect staff’s ea-
gerness to impress the interviewer
and/or the executive, in conformity
with organizational expectations.

These findings regarding decisional
participation disclose potential low
satisfaction for those members who
would prefer to assume decisional roles
in the Center, 84% of the membership.
It is difficult to envision realization of
members’ ego maintenance goals
through decisional participation when
only 39% reported such involvement,
at a relatively low level, at that.

Thus, participation, achievement,
time utilization and interpersonal op-
portunities were lost as a result of
members’ minimal participation in var-
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ious phases of significant decisional
processes.

Group Management Participation

Despite the claim by staff that all
members were involved in group man-
agement, only 70% thought that mem-
bers enjoyed this type of involvement.
The same pattern was evident with
members. Almost 90% reported man-
agement participation although slightly
over 50% expressed a preference for
such activity. Note that management
participation included financial man-
agement of Center and group monies
(dues, contributions, fees for special
events, party and gift expenses); mem-
bership recruitment; membership wel-
come; contacts with absentees; program
resources; food service; room ar-
rangements.

What types of management tasks did
members perform? The same items
were mentioned by staff and members,
although in different rank order. Ac-
cording to staff, 90% of the members
were involved in room arrangements
and 85% in membership welcome.
However, 72% of the members re-
ported membership welcome (a dispar-
ity of 13%) and 67% spoke of room
arrangements (a variation of 27%).

Sixty-five per cent of the staff
claimed that group finances were man-
aged by the members. However, only
18% of the members mentioned this, a
difference of 47%. Acquisition of pro-
gram resources (speakers, films or writ-
ten materials) was rated as the lowest
type of management participation by
staff and members, about 5%.

Non-participants’  aspirations  for
specified management tasks were
examined. Staff discussed membership
welcome (100%) and food service
(86%) as the two ranking aspirations
for members who had not undertaken
any prior group management. Mem-
bers expressed their interest in future
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involvement in membership welcome
(67%) and recruitment (58%) tasks.

Membership welcome was first rank
for staff and members. However, 33%
fewer members than staff reported it.
Twenty-five per cent more members
than staff expressed interest in mem-
bership recruitment. A far lower aspi-
ration for food service tasks was articu-
lated by members than staff, only 33%
of the members discussed this, a differ-
ence of 52%.

Apparently, the assumptions of staff
concerning the cultural and emotional
significance of food to older people ac-
counted for their perceptions of mem-
bers’ aspirations for food service tasks.
However, members aspired to the in-
terpersonal potential in membership
welcome, recruitment and contacts with
absentees. Participation in these in-
teractional management tasks may be
associated with members’ interpersonal
goals for Center and group participa-
tion as well as the lack of real social
integration in the Center.

Hopes of increased companionship
and friendship may be entertained by
members who have recruited relatives,
friends, neighbors and/or former co-
workers for Center membership. These
individuals would represent known
sources of interpersonal satisfaction
and would require less emotional in-
vestment by older adults who have
.been depleted of significant affective
ties by retirement, death or mobility.

Thus, decisional and management
opportunities could offer potential
mechanisms for ego maintenance,
member gratification and institutional
expansion of membership and services.

In addition, opportunities might be
created for amelioration of practical
problems which deter members’ par-
ticipation. For example: 83% of the
members  expressed interest in
decision-making regarding transporta-
tion arrangements for members. On

the one hand, participation oppor-
tunities could serve as ego maintenance
channels for interested member de-
cisioners and managers. On the other
hand, services could be provided for
other members who need transporta-
tion services to facilitate their participa-
tion in the Center and the general
community. Also, a more selective utili-
zation of professional manpower could
be effected with respect to overall
priorities of the organization.

Output (Positive): Members’
Satisfaction with Participation

Ninety-four percent of the staff and
members thought that members were
satisfied with their group participation.

What were the primary sources of
satisfaction? “Enhancement,” i.e., gen-
eral enjoyment, was cited by 75% of the
staff as members’ most important
source of satisfaction with general
group participation. However, inter-
personal relations were reported as the
main source of satisfaction by 52% of
the members.

It appears that the concept of “en-
hancement” was rooted more in the
personal background characteristics of
the staff than their organizational roles
and functions. Perhaps, this dominant
response was a wishful projection of
the staff’s own retirement in the future,
i.e.,, a passive “good time” without re-
sponsibility.

Staff perceptions of members’ pri-
mary satisfaction with the group, ie., en-
hancement, were contrary to their
stated views of members’ goals for par-
ticipation, i.e., interpersonal relations
(for Center participation) and ego
maintenance (for group participation).
Both of these are indicators of en-
gagement and activity.

Ego maintenance was defined as the
primary sources of members’ satisfac-
tion with decision-making (64% staff;
80% members) and with group man-
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agement (71% staff; 81% members).

Interpersonal relations were dis-
cussed as the secondary source of satis-
faction for decision-making (36% staff;
29% members) and for group man-
agement 57% statf; 29% members).
Enhancement was mentioned by very
few staff and members (about 8%) for
decision-making satisfaction. Interest-
ingly, 21% of the staff spoke of en-
hancement with respect to group man-
agement and 26% of the members did
so. There is only a 3% difference be-
tween members’ responses for en-
hancement and interpersonal relations
as the basis for their satisfaction with
group management. Can it be that
members enjoyed management tasks
because of the interpersonal elements
in some of the tasks?

These findings suggest that, indeed,
greater attention must be given to op-
portunities for decisional and man-
agement participation in order to facili-
tate ego maintenance and interpersonal
satisfactions.

In general, partial realization of
members’ goal expectations was the
norm. Members’ interpersonal goals
were actualized more than any of the
other objectives, although on a limited
basis, for only 57% of the members.
Ego maintenance goals and satisfaction
were matched for 29% of the members.

It seems that each of the goal
categories with general connotations,
“enhancement” and “problem-solving,”
might be linked to interpersonal satis-
faction. About 35% of the members
mentioned enhancement and prob-
lem-solving goals and then indi-
cated satisfaction from interpersonal
relations. Perhaps, they began their
participation in a general, unfocused
way, to pass the time and to have a
good time. Ultimately, their participa-
tion goals centered on interpersonal
gratification through their involvement
in socialization activities.
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Thus, the stated degree of members’
satisfaction is misleading as to mem-
bers’ expressed sources of satisfaction.
An analysis of the associations between
goal expectations and sources of satis-
faction, participation opportunities and
sources of satisfaction as well as mea-
sures of social integration provide more
meaningful and useful data. This re-
quires a systematic process of charting
members’ goals, participation oppor-
tunities and sources of satisfaction or
dissatisfaction.

Output (Negative): Problems
with Center Participation

Members’ problems with participa-
tion were measured by staff and
member perceptions of the reasons for
members’ irregular attendance and/or
termination.

Ninety per cent of the staff and
members mentioned some problem
with Center participation. “External
factors” emerged as the single most
important difficulty, according to ap-
proximately % of the staff and mem-
bers. “Interest level” was reported by
30% of each group, i.e., level of interest
in participation. Note that “external
factors” dealt with members’ difficulties
which originated outside the center.
For example: transportation, health,
finances, family relations, living ar-
rangements, etc.

Similarly, according to staff and
members, 85% of the members experi-
enced some barrier to group participa-
tion. The members considered external
factors and interest level almost equal-
ly, about 45%. However, almost %5 of
the staff referred to external factors
and almost '3 discussed interest level.

More specifically, yet, participation
opportunities were expressed as the
major obstacle to management partici-
pation by 55% of the staff and 38% of
the members. External factors were
close behind for the members (33%)
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though they dropped in importance for
the staff (only 10%).

Consider the shift in the members’
responses concerning problems with
Center and group participation. It may
be difficult for a member to arrange
transportation to the Center, in the
first instance, i.e., to deal with an ex-
ternal factor with respect to Center
participation. Once at the Center, the
member may be more concerned about
the lack of interesting activities or
group experiences.

Feedback: Staff and Members’
Recommendations for Change

About 43% of the staff made any rec-
ommendation with respect to innova-
tion (new services), expansion (addi-
tional units of current service types) or
change in delivery of Center services
(methods of providing current serv-
ices). However, 95% of the staff did
make recommendations concerning the
group for which they were responsible.

Note that the majority of the direct
service staff was involved less than five
hours a week with Center-related ac-
tivities. Possibly, their perceptions were
limited to the individuals and cir-
cumstances which were pertinent to
their group, rather than the total or-
ganization. Also, there were no struc-
tured, formal opportunities for ongo-
ing communication and planning by
the entire staff group concerning the
Center-as-a-whole.

A far smaller proportion of members
than staff made any recommendation
concerning innovation, expansion or
change in service delivery in the Cen-
ter, 23%. This was also true of mem-
bers’ recommendations concerning
group participation, 43% vs. 95% of
staff.

Staff may have been reluctant to
suggest any innovations as they were
content with a familiar organizational
framework and/or fearful of less of

employment or prestige, if their views
became known to the executive.

Many members seemed reluctant or
fearful to make any recommendations
as if any wish for change represented
indirect criticism. This was exemplified
by a respondent who said, “No criti-
cism; no suggestions.” Others suspected
leakage of confidentiality and adverse
reactions from the Center staff. Some
members felt that they could not exer-
cise any real influence on Center
policies, anyway. Others expressed an
unquestioning attitude toward existing
arrangements and procedures. Still
others were genuine about their satis-
faction with the current operations.

On the whole, incremental changes
were suggested by the staff and mem-
bers. The primary recommendations
were directed toward (1) policies and
plans of the Center (i.e., general
policies, budget, program content,
membership recruitment and reten-
tion, information about Center serv-
ices); (2) provision of additional
services (mostly creative expression and
education).  Improved  participation
opportunities and physical setting were
mentioned also, though by fewer re-
spondents.

Changes in policies/plans were the
overriding recommendations, also, with
respect to group participation, on the
part of staff and members.

Interestingly, neither staff nor
member respondents mentioned as a
problem or as a recommendation the
lack of congruence between staff and
members’  perceptions  concerning
members’ participation and satisfac-
tion!

Recommendations

1. The Center should develop a con-
tinuous, purposeful, open network
of communication, i.e., interper-
sonal dialogues on a formal and in-
formal basis, between the Board of
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Directors, administrative and direct
service staff and members regard-
ing participation goals, oppor-
tunities for their realization, par-
ticipation problems and their
resolution.

In addition, a systematic, periodic
survey should be conducted within
the Center to pinpoint members’
changing interests and to solicit
members’ suggestions for im-
provement of current operations.
These recommendations should be
implemented.

2. A complete, up-to-date information
system should be developed for
documentation of members’ char-
acteristics, past and present in-
terests and affiliations, attendance
patterns, membership terminations
and reasons for termination.

3. A formal, systematic orientation
and in-service group training pro-
gram should be instituted at the
Center. Group meetings of part-
time direct service staff should be
held to permit consideration of or-
ganizational issues beyond the
specific group assignment. Oppor-
tunities for ongoing evaluation
should be developed.

4. More small group opportunities
are indicated that emphasize inter-
personal relations and foster qual-
ity of relationships rather than the
quantitative approach of the mass
social and recreational groups. In-
terpersonal relations should be di-
rected toward social integration
rather than superficial contacts
which spell loneliness within a
crowd.

5. With respect to ego maintenance, a
more extensive and  sensitive
placement and orientation process
is indicated, notwithstanding prior
efforts in this direction. A diagnos-
tic intake procedure and process
should be standardized routine for
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all newcomers. A review of partici-
pation patterns should be instituted
with “old-timers.”

In addition, a greater repertoire of
significant decisional and manage-
rial role opportunities should be
made available to interested mem-
bers.

6. Developmental and therapeutic
services should be integrated within
the Center. Linkages with com-
munity institutions should be de-
veloped, on an ongoing basis.

Postscript

A recent visit to the Center and in-
terviews with top-level administrative
staff revealed a number of changes in-
stituted or being developed since the
field work. Many were based on utiliza-
tion of the study findings and its rec-
ommendations.

For example: a greater emphasis on
continuing education for members, as
students and  teachers, through
cooperative programs with city and
community colleges; social action ef-
forts, with special attention to mem-
bers’ needs and problems in the areas
of personal finances and health; de-
velopment of new services; a structural
reorganization of service on a geo-
graphic base, rather than a building
orientation; diagnostic intake; im-
proved referral mechanisms; coopera-
tive planning and program efforts with
other organizations; utilization of
membership with welcome of new par-
ticipants, especially the depressed or
disabled.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Center organizations
should not be fooled by older adults’
capacity for acceptance or tolerance of
limited satisfaction opportunities from
their “participation contract” with
Jewish community centers. Staff must
look beyond older adults’ platitudes,
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exce$sive or inappropriate praise or
even, their continued participation.

Older people are not necessarily
satisfied with available community re-
sources, including Jewish community
centers. The array of choice oppor-

tunities is so limited for older adults in
the community that an open door with
other people just about guarantees par-
ticipation! As a result, they may not
expect lofty standards of efficiency or
effectiveness — let alone compliance
with their “satisfaction contract.”
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