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Introduction

Participation in an gpplied socid research project can be a highly fruitful component of
education for older people. A mgor am of this paper isto illustrate how such an experience can be
incorporated successfully into educational programs for older learners. A second purpose will beto
advocate for the creation of settings in which older people who have developed social research kills
can make use of those skillsin research addressed to community needs.

Formd training in methods of socid research iswell established in the curriculum for
undergraduate students in the United States who mgor in the social sciences. Courses devoted to
training in research methods are particularly common in sociology. Contemporary training in research
methods often provides students with hands-on experience with some aspects of the research process.
Occasondly, these courses provide students with an opportunity to participate from beginning to end in
an actua research project.

For the mogt, part | will draw upon experiences in Gerontology courses at the University of
Massachusetts Boston that offer research training to older students. | will aso go beyond what has
been accomplished at the University of Massachusetts Boston to outline some promising directions for
participation of skilled older peoplein gpplied socia research addressed to community needs.

Rationale for Training in Research Methods

Training in methods of research often includes attention to a combination of conceptud issues
and precticd skills. Thetopics covered in full courses in methods of socia research include the nature
of the scientific process; the interplay between systematic observation of facts, testing of hypotheses,

and development of theory; ethical issuesin research; sources of data; approaches to measurement;
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experimenta and quasi-experimentd design; management of date; andyss of data; and reporting of
results. Inthe socid sciences, research methods courses typicaly include extengve attention to survey
research procedures both because surveys are widespread and the methods for conducting surveys are
highly developed. Comprehensive methods courses also cover avariety of other data collection
drategies including use of traditiond library resources, use of eectronic databases, use of the Internet,
observationd techniques, semi-gructured individud interviewing, focus group interviewing, and
secondary andysis of adminidtrative data. Widdy used text books in the United States for methods of
socid research include Singleton and Straits, 1999; Babbie, 1996; and Schutt, 1996.

In addition to showing how research contributes to the development of basic knowledge,
courses in methods of socia research can aso focus on applied research, that is, research conducted
primarily to contribute to the solution of practica problems. Courses can cover not only the specid
techniques of conducting applied socia research but the various ways in which research can contribute
to problem solving. They can show, for example, how applied research sometimes provides missing
pieces of information in problems that are well understood and sometimes hel ps to recognize problems
and frame socid issues (Weiss, 1977).

In undergraduate education, methods courses are offered more because they are thought by
faculty to be good for students rather than because students seek these courses. Most undergraduate
students much prefer substantive courses to methods courses. Many undergraduate students find
methods courses to be dry and difficult. Typicdly, only the most serious students are attracted to

methods classes.
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Why then should socid research methods be part of a curriculum for older learners? In many
cases, education for edersams grictly to serve individua expressve needs. But, when learning for
learning's sake is the guiding purpose of curriculum design, methods courses can be éttractive to
intellectually adventurous elders who are fascinated by the research process. Methods courses can
teach students how systematic observation leads to development of theory—and how, in turn, theory is
asource of testable hypotheses. Elders may dso value methods courses as providing them with a better
basis for understanding the findings of socid research reported in the mass media. Elders may dso
gppreciate the skillsthey gain in these coursesin using printed documentsin libraries, usng dectronic
data bases, or searching the Internet because it helps them with various fact-finding efforts

When education for older learners seeks dso to serve instrumenta purposes, there are
additional reasons for training in research methods. Older adult education can aso seek to increase the
capacity of older people to make productive contributions (Caro, Bass, & Chen, 1993). Onesucham
can be to increase employability. Some older people want to remain in the work force. Some are
interested in acquiring skills that enable them to enter anew field; others are interested in upgrading the
skillsin thefiddsin which they are dready active. Some older workers may be more effective in their
current jobs because they have acquired skills that enable them, for example, to organize and conduct a
focus group interview or because they can design and administer asmple survey. Some older people
may welcome training in research methods because it may help them in obtaining ajob as a survey
interviewer.

Another potential productive am of education for older people may be to strengthen their

capacity to contribute to their communities as informed and concerned citizens. Democratic societies
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function best when citizens are well informed. At aminimum, citizens need to be able to make good
judgments in the eectord process. Informed and concerned citizens with strong communication skills
can dso play avitd rolein shgping public opinion on community issues. In some countries, including the
United States community, life dso relies heavily upon the efforts of volunteers. Older people are
potentidly important as voters, opinion leaders, and volunteersin community service. Older people can
play a particularly ussful role in shaping public opinion because they can draw upon extensive
experience. Further, older people often have more discretionary time available to seek information for
themselves about current issues, to reflect on issues, and to engage in discourse with others about
issues. Young eders are particularly important resources for community-service volunteering because
they aretypicdly hedthy and are often no longer engaged in full-time employment (Morris & Caro,
1997). Educationa programsfor older learners may explicitly seek to improve the capacity of students
to be effective citizens. From this perspective, training in methods of socid research can be helpful to
sudents in enabling them to interpret the polling and survey datathat are widely used by governmentad
agencies, politica parties, and various interest groups to shape public opinion on policy issues.

Training in research methods can dso be hdpful to sudents in participating in public discourse
about contemporary ethica issues associated with socid research. Ethicd issuesin hedth services
research are likely to be of particular interest to older people because of their extensve use of hedth
sarvices. Courses can invite students to grapple with some of the ethicd issues that confront
researchers. How much information about the risks associated with participation in an experimentd
medica procedure, for example, should be provided to potential research subjects? In experimenta

hedth sarvices research, how can information about the risks associated with the intervention be
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conveyed to potential participants in ways that are clear, concise and yet sufficiently informative? How
can subjects be informed about risks without invoking excessive concern about minor and unlikely
risks? Traning in research methods can help older people to understand the competing principles
involved in resolving these ethical dilemmas associated with hedlth services research.

Another contemporary ethicd issue of potential concern to older people involves use of
computerized adminigrative files for research purposes. Advocates for the privacy rights of citizens are
urging drict limitations on the manner in which computerized records containing data on senditive metters
such asincome and hedlth problems are used. They are particularly worried about the merging of
clinica records and adminigtrative files that include individud identifiers. The source of the concern of
these advocates for privacy rightsis that the merged files might get into the hands of those who would
use the information to the disadvantage of the individua. For policy researchers concerned with the
effectiveness of publicly funded programs, clinica records and adminidtrative files are extremely
important as data sources. Further, the merging of these files on the basis of individud identifiersis
essentia in establishing relationships between individud characteristics as well as both access to services
and intervention outcomes. In thisingtance, the needs of policy researchers for administrative data
conflictswith advocates for privacy rights. Training in research methods can help older people
understand why clinica records and administrative data are attractive for research purposes, how files
can be merged, and what measures can be taken to protect confidentidity. Older people who are well
informed on these issues can play a congructive rolein the public discussion that is needed to resolve
these issues.

Training for Older Learnersat the University of M assachusetts Boston
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Training in gpplied socid research isamgor portion of the curriculum offered to older learners
a the Univerdity of Massachusetts Boston (O’ Brien, 1996). The University offers a one-year certificate
program in Gerontology that is designed primarily to serve people 60 years of age and older. The
certificate program seeks explicitly to strengthen the ability of graduates to make effective contributions
in aging services and to serve as advocates for the elderly. Students learn about the needs of older
people, service programs to address those needs, the role of the public sector in financing services for
the elderly, and the manner in which publicly funded programs are shaped through the politica process.
The program attracts many people who are dready active in aging services — some as paid employees
but more as volunteers. Each year as many as 60 students enroll in the program.  Although it is open to
people of dl ages, typicaly over 80 percent of the students are 60 years of age and older. The program
is particularly attractive to people 60 and older, because they can enroll without paying tuition and most
of thefees. (In Massachusetts, people who are 60 years of age and older are eigible for tuition waivers
in public indtitutions of higher education on a gpace-avalable bass. Similar tuition waivers are available
in some other gtates and in many private ingtitutionsin the United States.)) The older people attracted to
the program are diverse in their educational backgrounds. Historicaly, 46 percent hold undergraduate
college degrees. Overdl, 84 percent have had some previous education beyond high schoal (O’ Brien,
1996).

Participants in the certificate program can obtain college credit toward an undergraduate
degree. In every cohort, a number of older students take advantage of that opportunity.

Students receive their training in gpplied socid research in a one-semester course that meets

two-and-one-haf hours per week. The course is built around an applied research project that lends
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itself to survey research. Thetopic is selected in advance by the ingtructor. Students learn about the
substantive issue addressed by the research, survey research design, questionnaire construction, and
Sructured telephone interviewing. The instructor assumes responghility for identifying asample.
Students collect the data through telephone interviews. A graduate assistant assumes respongbility for
dataentry. The graduate assstant and the ingtructor analyze the data and prepare a written report.
Typicaly, the report includes recommendations for interventions to address the issues that were studied.

In severd instances, the research has received mass media attention in Massachusetts. In afew cases,
research findings have been published in professond journds.

The sheer volume of data collected isimpressve. The questionnaires regularly measure well
over 100 variables. In severd cases, more than 400 interviews were completed within a three-week
period. The substantial accomplishment in data collection is made possible by severd factors.
conversion of aclass room into atelephone bank, alarge cadre of student interviewers (up to 60 in
number), thorough training of students in survey adminigtration, alarge sample frame, an emphasison
weekend interviewing, and strong adminigtrative arrangements while the interviews are being carried out.

These arrangements include tight controls over the assgnment of cases to interviewers and immediate
review of each completed interview with supervisory personnd.

The topics covered are varied but ways involve issues of concern to ders. One study in
which students were involved examined the participation of poor older people in the Supplementa
Security Income program, a public income assistance program for poor elders (Slversein &
Rosenberg, 1995). Higoricdly, only haf of those digible have enrolled in the Supplementd Security

Income program in spite of outreach efforts. The study was particularly concerned with the barriers to
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the effectiveness of one such outreach effort. The project was requested by the advocacy organization
that had carried out the outreach effort. In that study, interviews were conducted with low-income

eders to whom outreach efforts had been directed.

Another sudy was concerned with one aspect of the impact of the closing of three public
chronic disease hospitals in Massachusetts that had served many older people (Caro et ., 1997). For
cost- savings reasons, the hospital's had been closed and patients had been moved to other indtitutions --
mostly nursng homes. In response to concerns raised by advocates for patients, the state of
M assachusetts requested research to determine the effects of the closings on patients. Advocates were
concerned about transfer trauma, that is, the possibility that the process through which patients were
relocated might adversely affect patients. Also of concern was the qudity of the facilitiesto which
patients had been moved. The perception of family representatives regarding the impact of the closings
was an aspect of the larger study that could involve students. Because many of the patients had serious
cognitive limitations, interviewing of family representatives was eader than interviewing of patients. The
reactions of family representatives was important aso because the Department of Public Hedlth sought
to take family concernsinto consideration in the relocation process. The Department sought particularly
to minimize the trave time for family membersto vigt their inditutiondized relaives. Family
representatives were asked on a number of dimensions to compare the qudity of the new ingtitutiona
arrangements with those previoudy experienced by patients in state hospitals. Family representatives
were asked dso how well officids of the state department of Public Health carried out the process of

trandferring their rdative from the state hospita to another facility. The study found that most family
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representatives were satisfied with the manner in which the relocation had been carried out and rated the
new facilities highly in comparison to the state hospitds. State officids were highly pleased to have
evidence of family satisfaction with the relocation process and itsimpact on patients. (Other
components of the hospital closing study had less favorable findings. Most notably, the transfer of older
patients from the largest of the hospitals was found to accelerate degth rates.)

Another study addressed questions about interest among clients of a publicly funded home care
program in greater respongbility for directing their own care (Glickman, Stocker, & Caro, 1997).
Higtoricaly, publicly funded home care programs for the elderly in the United States have been based
upon strong case management: case managers have assessed need, determined digibility for publicly-
subsidized services, planned services, arranged for their provision, monitored service ddivery, and
periodically reassessed need and updated service plans. Some advocates for the elderly argue that
clients can get more out of service resourcesif they are given greater discretion over the manner in
which resources are used and if they play an important role in supervising in-home workers. The study
focused upon clientsin ahome care program administered for elders in the State of Massachusetts by
the state unit on aging. Clients were asked about thair satisfaction with the case management they
received and about their possible interest in greeter responsbility for direction of their own care.
Approximately one-fifth of the clients expressed interest in taking more respongbility. The report
attracted interest among service planners elsawhere in the United States who were seeking to expand
opportunities for self-direction for edersin various publicly funded home care programs.

Another study focused on people 85 years of age and older living outsde of ingtitutions

(Slvergein & Wu, 1997). The project was conducted in collaboration with councils on aging in severd
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suburban communities near Boston. Councils on aging are publicly-sponsored local organizations
concerned with various needs of elders. The scope of services offered by councils varies gregtly from
one locdity to another, reflecting differencesin perceived need, resources, and locdl initiative. In more
active councils on aging, services include congregate medss, information and referrd, assstance with
transportation, medica escorts, group recregation, adult day care, and tel ephone reassurance. Study
participants were identified through the census conducted annudly by towns throughout Massachusetts.
The town census provides a basis for sorting residents by age and listing the very old by name and
address. The sudy examined problems experienced by the very old who were interviewed by students.
The study aso documented the continuing involvement of many of those interviewed in family and
community activities. The findings provided guidance to councils on aging about how they might better
address the needs of very old citizens.

Another recent project was directed to older adult education at the University of Massachusetts
Bogtonitself. The study addressed the fact that the University enrolls a significant number of sudents
who are well beyond traditiond college age in programs throughout the University. All registered
students 50 years of age and older were included in the sample frame. Again, these Sudents were
interviewed by older people--their peers. The study examined reasons for enrolling, future plans, and
obgtaclesto learning that might be age-related. One am of the study was to sendtize administrators to
the specid educationa supports that might be needed by older learners.

Applied research projects involving older people a the University of Massachusetts Boston are
also carried out through an Advanced Certificate program. This program involves courses oread over

two semesters in which an ingtructor works with asmdl group of students.  Typicaly, 10 to 15 students
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areenrolled. All of thework isfocused on a speciad topic on which the instructor has expertise. Often,
the first semester is devoted to instruction about the topic. The project, then, is carried out in the
second semester.  Reflecting the smaler number of students participating, the methods employed are
differert.

One project was concerned with the performance of a Sate agency responsible for adjudicating
complaints about age discrimination in employment (Caro, Motika, & O'Brien, 1992). The study
sought to highlight difficulties experienced by dlamantsin getting favorable attention. The project
involved tracking the fate of age discrimination in employment complaints filed with the agency during
the course of oneyear. From case records, data were extracted regarding the timeliness with which the
cases had been processed and their outcomes for clamants. The study found that at best only 15
percent of clams led to afavorable outcome for clamants. Some of the older people who participated
in the study subsequently initiated a service advising individuas with complaints about age discrimination
in employment on how to seek effective remedies. The service was staffed by trained older volunteers.

Another sudy was concerned with physician knowledge of drug prices. Contemporary hedlth
care for the ederly in the United States relies heavily upon prescription drugs that are sometimes very
expensve. Inthe United States, Medicare, the public program which finances hedlth care for older
people does not cover the costs of prescription drugs. Unless they have supplementary insurance, older
people are respongble for paying for prescription drugs themsalves, Physicians may prescribe
medications without being fully aware of the cost of the drugs and without taking into congder the ability
of older people to pay for them. Adding to the complexity of the subject is the fact that pharmacies

often vary subgtantidly in the pricesthat they charge for drugs. It tested physcians on their knowledge
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of the cost of drugs they commonly prescribe for older patients. The study dso examined the role of
physiciansin providing patients with guidance in coping with drug cogts. Older students went to a
sample of drug stores in the area to obtain prices on astandard set of drugs. The instructor took
respongbility for administering asurvey of physcians in which they were asked to estimate the cost of
the same set of drugs for which the students obtained actual price information. With only a modest
amount of training, severd of the sudents keyed in the data employing computer software specidly
designed to facilitate the entry of survey data. The project led to a publication in aprofessond
geriatricsjournd that caled attention to the fact that physcianstypicaly had very limited knowledge of
the prices of the drugs they were prescribing. Studies of this kind have led to growing public effortsto
help older people in the United State cope with the high price of prescription drugs by subsidizing their
drug purchases.

Projects in the advanced certificate program do not dways involve socia science research
methods. One project, for example, sought to make basic information widely available to elders about
such matters as estate planning and designation of a hedth care power of atorney. The latter provides
elders with an opportunity to set limits on the emergency life-saving measures that they want taken on
their own behaf and designates an individud to represent them in the interpretation of their hedth care
preferences. The product of the class was a 62-page booklet that has been reprinted several times and
distributed to over 25,000 people throughout Massachusetts.

Rolesfor Older Learnersin Research Training Projects
In the gpplied research projects that involve older learners at the Univergity of Massachusetts

Boston, students play avitd but limited role. The processisinitiated by the ingructor who selectsthe
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topic. With the aid from research assistants, instructors develop a variable list and draft research
questions. In their substantive discussions of the topics in class, students make contributions Smilar to
those of focus groups. Since the studies addressissues of concern to elders, students often bring
experience and ingght on these subjects to class discussons. Sometimes they lead instructors to add
variables to the survey agenda.

Students a so contribute to the wording of items. Instructors and research ass stants propose
the wording of questions. Students, however, critique the questions drafted by instructors and research
assgants. Sometimesthey are hdpful amply by identifying problems with item wording; in addition,
sudents sometimes aso provide useful suggestions for the refinement of item wording.

Interviewing is the most conspicuous student contribution.  All of the interviews are conducted
by students.

Typicaly, the role of studentsis modest after the data collection is completed. In some cases,
older learners are recruited to help with data entry. They may be asked to use aword processing
program to key in answers to open-ended questions.

When feasible, sudents are invited to a feedback sesson a which prdiminary results are
presented. Only the most basic descriptive data are reported at these meetings. Interaction with
students about the implications of findings can dso be hepful to ingructors in developing their
interpretation of data

In short, the research projects are driven by ingtructors and their graduate assstants. The
projects would not be possible without student assistance, but yet, older learners play no more than a

supporting role.
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Some of the projects carried out at the University of Massachusetts Boston involving older
learners have specia qualitites that set them somewhat apart from gpplied research in generdl. At least
one of the projects described above combines needs assessment and outreach. The methodol ogy
employed in the study of those 85 years of age and older can play adua purpose. As described
above, the survey method can be used to develop adtatistica portrait of very old people and their
genera needs. However, the method can aso be used to inform those with unmet needs--such asthis
group of ederly people--about service resources. Survey interviewers are characterigtically trained to
limit their role to data collection, but they can distribute written information about service resources and
hel p respondents make contact with service workers. One of the students who participated in the 85
plus project subsequently took a position in another town where she organized an outreach effort to the
very old; she adapted the methods that she learned in the gpplied research class.

Survey methods can dso be used drategicdly in community organizing efforts. Community
organizers occasonaly seek to heighten public concern about an issue by drawing citizensinto a survey
about theissue. The survey may be mounted primarily for the education that it provides for the citizens
who participate in the project.  The organizer hopes that once informed about the problems, the
aroused citizens will come together to address the problem congtructively. The Univergity of
M assachusetts Boston projects inform the student participants about the issues sudied through the
research. The socid policy orientation of the Certificate program encourages the students to consider
messures that the public sector may wish to take to remedy the problems that are illuminated through
the sudies. At the sametime, no effort is made through the class to encourage the sudents to follow

through in an organized manner to seek socid reforms.
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In some cases, ingtructors make strategic use of project advisory committees. For the gpplied
research projects, advisory committees are designated that include representatives of the organizations
for which the studies are conducted and other stakeholders. The advisory committee is convened twice
-- once before the data collection begins and for a second time when preliminary results can be
reported. In the early stages, the advice of the advisory committee is sought about issuesto be
addressed through the survey. In the late stages, the mgor role of the advisory committeeisto assst in
formulating recommendations. Advisory committees of the kind described here can be convened in an
attempt to create a Sanding committee to address a common set of concerns. The survey of older
learners at the University of Massachusetts Boston illudtrates the possibility. At the University, thereis
no organized set of adminigrators, faculty, or students concerned explicitly with campus-wide older-
learner issues. The Gerontology faculty and students are well organized but their concerns tend to be
limited to offerings in Gerontology and activities organized by the Gerontology Inditute, a campus-based
public service organization closdly tied to the academic programsin Gerontology. A survey of dl
students on the campus 50 years of age and older provided an occasion to inform faculty and
adminigrators that thisis asgnificant condituency of the Universty that deserves specid attention. The
ad hoc advisory committee for the study could be encouraged to recommend and support the creation
of agtanding committee on affairs of older students. The ad hoc committee could also recommend and
lobby for the designation of an adminigirative office responsble on a continuing basis for supporting the
needs of mature students.

In the applied research gpproach used at the University of Massachusetts Boston, the instructor

is responsible for the combination of applied research and community organizing sirategies employed in
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apaticular project. Students have no systematic involvement in the formation of advisory committees,
the conduct of the initid committee meetings, or the interaction with committee members when the
results are presented and recommendations are discussed.

Ongoing Participation of Older Peoplein Applied Research

| have argued generdly for the merits of providing older learners with some training in socid
research methods. My mgor point is that training in goplied socid research methods can strengthen the
ability of older people to be effective citizensin their communities. | have described the training in
applied research at the University of Massachusetts Boston that provides opportunities for older people
to participate in projects addressed to the needs of older people in the community.

The gpproach deservesto be carried further. If the training is effective, some of the older
learners should come away from their research classes with an appetite for further participation in
applied research projects. Like basic science, gpplied research is carried out in an organized context.
For older learners who have devel oped some interest in gpplied research through their studies, there
should be an organized setting in which they can continue to be engaged in this activity. Asthey gain
experience and skill in conducting applied socid research, older participants should have opportunities
to assume increasingly responsible rolesin these projects.

Even in Boston where aging-related activities are well organized and involve wdll-educated
personnel as paid staff and volunteers, opportunities for older people to participate in gpplied research
arelimited. Periodicdly, the state unit on aging carries out a State-wide assessment of needs of older
people with the cooperation of councils on aging. That project provides an opportunity for trained

citizens to contribute to an applied research project on a volunteer basis. Such opportunities, however,
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are an exception. For the mogt part, aging service organi zations and aging advocacy organizations have
alimited capacity to organize even modest research projects. If these organizations are to develop
research projects, they need study leaders with skills beyond those of the older people trained at the
Universty. Rardy are saff of service and advocacy organizations both able and available to lead
applied research projects with or without the involvement of older peoplein research roles.

Ingtitutions of higher education have the potentid to serve as organizationd sponsors of applied
socid research groups that focus on community needs and systematicaly involve trained older people.
In the United States, the community service tradition is particularly well established in public universities
designated as land-grant inditutions. 1n the United States in the nineteenth century, federd funds were
provided to each State to enable a designated university to develop a capacity to provide service to the
citizens of the gate. Origindly, the misson of the land grant ingtitutions was largdly to train farmersin
scientific agriculturd techniques. The underlying am was to provide a continuous supply of affordable
food to rapidly growing urban populations. The land grant mandate drew universitiesinto public service
and applied research. Over the years, the public service and applied research mandate has extended
well beyond agriculture to include many other subjects.

The Gerontology Indtitute at the University of Massachusetts Boston reflects the University’s
tradition asaland-grant indtitution. The Ingtitute was created to be a campus-based vehicle for
continued involvement of graduates of the Manning Certificate Program in applied socid research on
aging issues. Asthe Indtitute has evolved, the participation of older peoplein applied research takes
place largely through their enrollment in the advanced certificate program described previoudy. The

commitment to an extengve involvement of older people in its research sets the Gerontology Indtitute
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goart from more typicad campus-based public service ingtitutes. In principle, the model developed &t the
Univerdty of Massachusetts Boston's Gerontology Ingtitute can be emulated €l sewhere, within or apart
from the land-grant tradition.

While the Gerontology Indtitute offers a useful precedent for involvement of older peoplein
goplied socid research, it dso illustrates the counter pressures in a univerdaity which that the potentia for
this approach. In response to pressures from the University for the Ingtitute to contribute to the
development of aPh.D. program in Gerontology and to engage in professiond research that can attract
externd financia support, the Ingtitute has devel oped a bifurcated approach. The mgor emphasis of the
Indtitute is now on more complex, externdly funded faculty research addressed to nationd issues. To
the extent to which there is an emphasis on training, faculty seek to provide apprenticeship experiences
for Ph.D. students. In these studies, no systematic effort is made to involve older people. Projects
designed to involve older people continue on alimited basis in the advanced certificate program, but
they are digtinctly separate from the mgor thrust of the Ingtitute' s devel opment.

An important limitation of most university-based applied research organizations is thet they are
largely driven by the search for grant funds. University research centers and inditutes must cover the
sdaries of thair personnd largdy through grant funds.

Funding for gpplied research addressed to community needsis particularly difficult to obtain.
Community groups often come to universities asking for research assistance in documenting and
andyzing their needs but lack fundsto pay for the research. In the United State, even state and locd
governments have weak traditions of alocating money to pay for gpplied research. Federd agencies

support basic research and applied research addressed to nationa issues. Foundations are reluctant to
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support applied socid research focused on loca needs. The Gerontology Ingtitute, for example,
regularly receives requests from loca councils on aging seeking help with assessments of needs of dders
in their community. Nether the councils nor the Ingtitute can expect to generate externd funding for this
research. Typicdly, theselocal organizations are hoping that the research can be conducted entirely

with the donated effort of faculty and sudents.

A New Model of Civic Resear ch Based upon Older Volunteers

Going beyond the university-based gpplied socid research that | have described, | am
proposing the development of applied socid research organizations that address community needs
through a cadre of committed, well-trained older volunteers. | envison these as free-ganding
organizations that are independent of governmenta agencies, independent of service-providing
organizations, and largely independent of univergties. The indegpendence from government and service
providersis needed to assure that the organizations will be free to set their own agendas and free to
gpeak out on their conclusions. Independence from universities will enable these organizations to focus
on gpplied community service without being distracted by the other more powerful agendasin
universities. A loose afiliation with universities, however, is desrable so that they can draw upon thelr
technical resources.

The mogt atractive modd is an gpplied socid research organization that operates entirdly asa
volunteer effort. Technica leadership for research projects would be provided by research
professonals. Retired professional socid researchers would be encouraged to contribute their time as

study directors. (Retired researchers with primary professiond experiencein basic research may
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wel come the opportunity to direct gpplied research projects on immediate and visible community
issues,) Older peopletrained in socid research methods through programs like those offered by the
University of Massachusetts Boston would be recruited to assume supporting roles.

The emphasis on volunteers is important for a number of reasons. The fact that the research
work is done by volunteers would enhance the mord credibility of recommendations. The participation
of volunteers a dl levels would dso minimize the potentia for strain between paid professonas and
volunteers. Asapractica matter, reliance upon volunteers would a so reduce the need for externd
funding. For that reason, the potentid for the congtraints of funding to compromise the independence of
the organization in agenda setting would be reduced.

Whether or not they have previous experience in socid research, some older people would
welcome the opportunity to participate in the proposed civic research organizations if they were offered
chdlenging volunteer assgnments. Inits projects that involve older people, the Gerontology Indtitute
has a strong record in attracting highly capable older people who are eager for opportunities to engage
in meaningful volunteer activities. For some, the opportunity to be engaged in an activity of socid vdue
isintrindcaly attractive. Further, the research role suits many well educated people. Many have made
their mgjor contributions as adults through the devel opment and communication of ideas. Some will
welcome the opportunity to do so in different waysin anew venue. If successfully engaged in applied
socid research, some older people will continue to be active as volunteers year after year. Older
volunteers can provide stability to an applied socid research organization that cannot be achieved with
undergraduate or graduate students who come and go. Some well-educated older people can dso

afford to devote Sgnificant time to volunteer activities because they have adequate pensions.
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Centrd to the proposed civic research organizations are the following principles:

A vison of civic welfare shared by participants.
Participants must have a common understanding of how to balance civic ideds with
pragmatism. They must be in subgtantid agreement on how much they will indgst upon
ambitious reforms or, dternately, how much they will emphasize more atainable gods.

A commitment to advancing civic welfare through initiatives based upon well-crafted gpplied

socid research.
Participants must be well grounded in socid research methods. At the same time they
must share an understanding of how to apply these methods to address practical
problems. They must have a shared understanding about the extert to which they will
accept compromises in the gpplication of standard research methods and the extent to
which they may take liberties in interpreting research data

I ndependence from other organizations in agenda setting and interpretation of research findings.
Civic research organizations can make the most effective contributions when they set
their own research agendas and draw conclusions independently.

Internal governance that achieves a balance between wide participation of membersin key

decisons and efficient organizationd management.
If civic research organizations are to retain the committed participation of skilled older
volunteers, the organizations must provide aforum through which volunteers can move
into pogitions of greater respongbility in accordance with their ability and effort. Those

who begin in modest support roles must have an opportunity to assume more
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respongible positions asthey gain experience. At the same time, the organization must
ba ance its commitment to wide participation with commitment dso to efficient project
adminigration and high-quaity products.

A work environment that fosters collaboration between paid employees and volunteers.
Some paid employees will probably be necessary, if only in support roles. Paid
employees and volunteers have different interests. Unless the organizationd culture
respects the legitimate interests of both roles, oneislikey to be adversely affected by
the other. The organizations must resist the experience of many organizations which
began as volunteer efforts but in which volunteers were displaced eventudly by
professonds.

An approach to fund raising that does not compromise organizational independence.
Even if organizations are staffed entirely by volunteers, funds are needed to pay for
space, equipment, telephone service, and other expenses. Fund-raising approaches
should be used that emphasize generd support for the organization rather than financing
of specific projects. Theinterest in maintaining independence will dso be served by
rasing smdler amounts from multiple donors rather than larger amounts from fewer
SOUrces.

My vision of what can be accomplished through an independent applied socid research

organization is based in part on my experience as director of research a the Community Service Society
of New York, alarge, private socid welfare agency. During my tenure with the organization, it was fully

professond in its staffing. (The Community Service Society’ s predecessor organizations were operated
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by volunteers when they were founded in the nineteenth century.) | was employed there from 1974 to
1988. The Community Service Society had two important qualities: independence and breadth of
vigon. The Community Service Society was broadly concerned with the wdl-being of disadvantaged
populaionsin New York City. It was not confined by the concerns of government agencies, religious
sponsors, professona organizations, or even wedthy donors.

Because of its independence and breadth of concern, Community Service Society was able to
take on issues that others overlooked. 1nthe mid 1970s, for example, Community Service Society was
willing to investigate the circumstances of adultsin public placesin New Y ork City who gppeared to be
poor and chronicaly mentdly ill. The subject was highly visble but sysematicaly ignored by public
agencies, professonds, and the press. A modest but well-crafted research project was conducted by
Community Service Society to improve understanding of the phenomena (Baxter & Hopper, 1981)
The project was funded, in part, by a private foundation concerned with menta hedth. Using
quditative methods, two researchers spent many months getting acquainted with people on the streets
and obsarving the settings in which they lived. The study was successful in documenting serious
limitations in the housing and socid service resources available to this population. The research report
received extendve loca and nationa attention and played a key role in making homeessness apublic
issuein New York City and e'sewherein the United States.

The Community Service Society was adso willing to examine consumer protection issues that
rarely receive atention. We studied, for example, the experience of consumersin collecting monies
owed them when they had won claims from businessesin Smadl Claims Court (Caro & Welis, 1984). In

that court, consumers can readily represent themselves when they have disputes of amodest dollar
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vaue with businesses. Consumers, for example, have aforum in Smal Claims Court when they are
unsuccessful in gaining a satisfactory settlement from amerchant in a dioute about defective
merchandise. The problem is that consumers who win in Smadl Clams Court are often unsuccessful in
collecting. Thisisametter that can be very annoying to consumers but falls between the cracks of
mgor inditutions. We were able to conduct a modest survey of people who had won in Small Clams
Court to determine the extent of their difficultiesin collecting. In this instance, consumers who won
judgmentsin Smdl Claims Court in a period some months prior to the initiation of the sudy were
identified by examination of court records. Mailed questionnaires were used to obtain information from
consumers. By documenting that nearly haf were unable to collect, the study was successful in bringing
renewed attention to the subject. With evidence in hand of the problems confronted by consumersin
callecting in digputes involving businesses, we were able to convene the mgor stakeholders, which
included the state Attorney Generd’ s office, the City Department of Consumer Affairs, and the Civil
Court, who pledged themsdlves to a series of promisng measures to dleviate the problem.

If an independent civic research organization with asmilarly broad mandate and volunteer
daffing existed in Boston, | would propose thet its agendainclude the restoration of civility among
drivers of automotive vehicles. Boston is notorious in the United States for the complexity of its street
patterns. Boston drivers have adapted to a difficult road configuration by driving very aggressively.
Enforcement of traffic regulationsisminimd. Blaant violations of traffic regulations are commonplace.
Vigtorsto the city are often frightened when they drive or ridein automobiles. The bad driving habits of
Bostonians make them hazardous drivers when they vigt other cities. Boston can truly be said to have

produced a culture of hazardous drivers.
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An independent civic research organization staffed by volunteers could take on theissue. Inthis
instance, structured observation techniques would be used. Systematic documentation would be
relatively easy snce the grossy objectionable driving patterns take place frequently in predictable
locations. These behaviorsinclude running red lights, lane violations in turning, and double parking.

This research topic lends itsdf to investigation by an independent organization operating without officid
goprova snce it would be concerned with highly visible behavior that takes place on public roads. A
cal for action to address the problem based on careful research by a respectable citizen’s group islikely
to recelve serious attention. A study of driving behavior conducted largely by older people would
atract specia interest snce older people enjoy areputation as bad drivers for reasons other than
aggressve driving. In thisinstance, the research findings would command attention because the issues
are important, affect much of the population, and the research would be carefully designed and
executed. Since the pattern of hazardous driving is deeply entrenched in Boston, quick remedies cannot
be expected. A stable, independent, civic research organization would have the potentid to give the
issue the perggtent attention needed if subgtantid, long-term improvements are to be achieved.

A project of this nature would provide multiple opportunities for volunteers. In addition to
offering roles for researchers, the project might enlist volunteers to write about the issues, examine
policy options to improve driving behavior, and organize public forumsto discuss the issues.

Admittedly, the proposd for the creation of independent civic research organizations staffed
largdy by older volunteers taking on mgjor community issuesis ambitious. The approach goes well
beyond the opportunities for older people in training and participation in socid research projects that is

currently provided by the University of Massachusetts Boston. However, if we are serious about
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inviting eders into the world of gpplied socid research, we have to assure that there are settingsin
which elders with research skills can gpply them. Universities have reason to play arolein launching
these civic research organizations. The research organizations would provide a vauable forum for
important volunteer work on the part of well-trained products of older adult education. In addition,
dert dvic-minded older people would be attracted to educationd programs offering training that leads
to opportunities for participation in civic research enterprises. Older adults, universities, and
communities al stand to gain by creating these civic research enterprises that build upon the talent and
effort of well-trained older volunteers.
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