Journal of Aging Studies 67 (2023) 101192

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Aging Studies

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jaging

ELSEVIER

t.)

Check for

Personal benefits of older adults engaging in a participatory action research  [%&s"
(PAR) project

Shkumbin Gashi ™", Heidi Kaspar ?, Martin Grosse Holtforth >¢

@ Health Department, University of Applied Sciences, Bern, Murtenstrasse 10, 3008 Bern, Switzerland
Y Department of Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy, University of Bern, Fabrikstrasse 8, 3012 Bern, Switzerland
¢ Department of Neurology, Psychosomatic Medicine, Inselspital, 3010 Bern, Switzerland

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Participatory action research (PAR) is the process of conducting research with people rather than for them and is
Social participation perceived as an empowering activity for older adults who participate in it. However, there is little evidence that
Older age

outlines and explains the reasons why older adults engage in PAR. Thus, the aim of this study was to better
understand the personal benefits for older adults participating in PAR. We based our study on the experiences of
four older adults who volunteered for CareComLabs, a Swiss-based PAR project, for more than two years. A
constructivist grounded theory design was used to explore the benefits of participating in CareComLabs by
conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The analysis yielded four categories of personal benefits of
participating in CareComLabs: (a) enriching relationships; (b) broadening horizons for older age; (c) keeping in
touch with one’s profession; and (d) interacting in a nurturing community. Our findings may have implications
for policies and frameworks focused on the identification of the potential of participatory action research as a

Participatory action research
Co-researchers
Aging in place

community resource.

Participatory action research (PAR) is the process of conducting
research with stakeholders rather than for them. Academics, older
adults, and/or other partners utilize scientific methods to investigate
and co-create solutions to a variety of community issues (Vaughn &
Jacquez, 2020). Particularly in its early stages, PAR faced criticism for
not being sufficiently scientific and for failing to have an impact that
mattered to communities (see, for example, Frideres, 1992). But lately,
participatory action research has shown that, by fusing scientific and lay
knowledge, it has the power to spark and/or produce changes in com-
munities (see, for example, Fenge, Jones, & Read, 2010; Shore et al.,
2018). Furthermore, PAR has demonstrated applicability to diverse
populations, such as adolescents (Save the Children, 2018), people
living with dementia (Dupuis et al., 2021), marginalized populations
(Buettgen et al., 2012), and older adults (Hand, Rudman, McGrath,
Donnelly, & Sands, 2019).

When focusing on older adults, PAR resonates with recent societal
developments that place older adults as central figures in decision-
making processes about their own well-being. For example, the
“decade of healthy aging” (2021 —2030) was developed by a significant
coalition of diverse global stakeholders led by the World Health Orga-
nization (WHO, 2020) to tackle the challenges of aging. One of the most

important principles of this action is that older adults’ voices must be
central for significant progress to occur. This is addressed by partici-
patory action research, which offers older adults a voice, empowers
them, and provides them with opportunities to be agents of change in
their communities (Ostlund, 2008; Ross et al., 2005).

The data available on PAR research with older adults’ stresses
stakeholder collaboration, with a particular emphasis on the pre-
requisites for collaboration/co-creation including academic researchers,
older adults, and/or other stakeholders (Doyle & Timonen, 2009;
Jukema, van Alphen, Jorritsma, & Snoeren, 2021; Ottmann, Laragy,
Allen, & Feldman, 2011). In addition, evidence-based data is increas-
ingly providing a comprehensive understanding of the outputs/results
produced by PAR activities with the objective of enhancing individual
and/or public well-being (Averill, 2012; Giesbrecht, Miller, Mitchell, &
Woodgate, 2014; Trentham & Neysmith, 2018).

Several studies have been conducted to determine the benefits of
older adults participating in PAR projects. One of the most recent pieces
of evidence comes from James and Buffel (2022), who provided a
comprehensive literature review of 27 research articles. The four cate-
gories of identified benefits were: (a) increasing the quality of acquired
experiences; (b) enhancing the skills and networks of older adults; (c)
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positively influencing policies and communities; and (d) promoting so-
cial justice and empowerment. In an earlier study, Buffel (2019)
concluded that older adults who participated as co-researchers in the
“Manchester Age-Friendly City” project reported a variety of personal
benefits, including connecting with others through shared local and/or
emotional experiences, enriching personal skills, and being able to be
change agents in their communities. According to Bendien, Groot, and
Abma (2020), involvement in PAR empowers older adults since their
opinions are heard, they can learn from engaging with others, and they
are able to address and share their personal and emotional needs.

Despite this, researchers consider the evidence that outlines and
explains why older adults engage in PAR to be vague (see, for example,
James & Buffel, 2022). During the course of our research, we identified
particular explanations for the lack of data on this particular issue. Many
PAR initiatives are not published in academic journals (Bendien et al.,
2020), resulting in the loss of vital information for the scientific com-
munity. Furthermore, Corrado, Benjamin-Thomas, McGrath, Hand, and
Rudman (2020) found that many PAR studies fail to deliver on the
promise of shared decision-making between researchers and older
adults.

Consequently, by exploring the benefits people gain from partici-
pating in a PAR project, we contribute to the currently limited body of
research regarding the benefits of PAR engagement. Our study is based
on semi-structured interviews with older adults who participated in a
Swiss- based participatory action research project (CareComLabs) aimed
at fostering caring communities. In this study, we collected qualitative
data about older adults’ experiences with the CareComLabs project to
answer the research question: how do older adults personally benefit
from participation in the PAR project CareComLabs?

Methods

The principles and methods of constructivist grounded theory, pio-
neered by Kathy Charmaz (2006), guided this study. This paradigm’s
central tenet is that the subjectivity of one or more people acting
together produces reality. As a result, when constructivist grounded
theory is used in research, the data are created through interactions
between researchers and non-researchers and are thus jointly generated
by both parties (Kaspar & Landolt, 2014; Rose, 1997). The reality in our
study is co-constructed through the shared experiences of the project’s
older adults (co-researchers), as well as the analysis of those shared
experiences. This analysis is significantly influenced by the first author’s
knowledge of and engagement in the project. For more than two years,
the first author worked closely with co-researchers on the project. To
ensure scientific rigor, we adhered to Charmaz (2006) four criteria for
grounded theory studies: (a) credibility; (b) originality; (c) resonance;
and (d) usefulness.

Data collection and measures

We used an approach of convenience sampling to contact the older
adults who participated in the CareComLabs project in Bachhdorf.! A
letter of consent to be returned was sent via email, along with infor-
mation regarding protective COVID-19 procedures. The participants
were given one week to respond and confirm their participation.

The first interview was performed in the participant’s house at his/
her request, while the remaining interviews were conducted in a
municipal community hall that was frequently used for group meetings
prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. The rules of hygiene and physical
distance against the spread of the COVID-19 virus established by the
Swiss government (Federal Office of Public Health [FOPH], 2020) were
strictly adhered to, and an additional layer of protection was added in

1 We used a pseudonym for the real location of the study to protect the an-
onymity of participants. The pseudonym we chose is Bachhdorf.
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the last three interviews, namely a plexiglass partition between the
interviewer and the interviewee.

All participants chose to use pseudonyms in their interviews. Par-
ticipants were given unlimited time to respond and were not required to
adhere to a time limit. They were able to skip questions or respond to
them later, and they determined the interview’s pace. The interview
guide included themes pertaining to the function of the individual in the
group, motivation to participate, communication during meetings and
other activities (considering the extraordinary circumstances due to
COVID-19), as well as the relevance of the group in the lives of the
participants. In addition to the interview guide, the “inclusion of others
in self” scale from Aron, Aron, and Smollan (1992) was used to deter-
mine the participants’ connection to the group (see supplementary
materials for the interview guide).

Participants

Participants had to meet the following criteria in order to be
considered for the study: (a) they had to be 65 years of age or older; (b)
they had to participate in the CareComLabs Bachhdorf project at least 10
times per year; (c) they had to speak German; (d) they had to have
agreed to participate in the study; and (e) they had to be involved in the
co-design and execution of research activities. Only four of the seven
participants in CareComLabs Bachhdorf met the age (65+) and partici-
pation criteria (at least 10 times within the year). A fifth older adult later
joined the project but was not included in the study because his/her
experience within the project was limited, as he/she had only partici-
pated in two meetings at that point, and it was difficult to assess and
compare the impact of the project on this person.

Of the four participants, two were female, and two were male. Three
lived in individual houses, and one lived in a community house. All were
between 72 and 74 years old, and all had tertiary education (see
Table 1). All four of the participants involved in the CareComLabs
project in this municipality who met the age and participation criteria
agreed to be interviewed.

Data analysis strategy

The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
anonymized prior to being uploaded to the MAXQDA software for
storage and analysis. As soon as the first interview was completed and
transcribed, analysis commenced. Some initial benefits of participating
in CareComLabs were identified in the first interview and explored in the
following three interviews. This involved determining if these benefits
have been reported in the other interviews, if so, in what form, and if
not, what other benefits have been reported by other older adults.

Memos, or informal analytic notes (Charmaz, 2006), were used
throughout all phases of the analysis, either to document thoughts and
interpretations during transcription, coding logic, participant observa-
tions, or the development of the reported benefits. As a co-designer and
participant in project activities with older adults and other project team
members, the first author provided context inputs. The analysis used
inductive logic, which means that the identified themes were derived
directly from the interviews (raw data) rather than any preconceived
theory, model, or hypothesis.

Our analysis utilized initial, focused, and axial coding, which was
based on grounded theory coding logic (Charmaz, 2006). Initial coding
involved fragmenting interviews into excerpts, labeling them with codes
that summarized the content, and exploring preliminary interpretations.
In focused coding, the most prevalent/significant initial codes pertain-
ing to possible CareComLabs participation benefits were selected.
Focused codes were used in combination with memos to describe pat-
terns, multiple meanings, and variations among participants.

The final step in the coding process was axial coding, which was done
using MaxMaps, a function in the MAXQDA platform that allows users to
build visualizations (graphics, maps, etc.) that describe the
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Table 1
Participants’ demographic profile.
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Pseudonym Age Gender Dwelling type Education Profession House composition

Sophie 73 F Individual house Tertiary Office Lives alone

Ema 74 F Community house Tertiary Social worker Lives with other older adults
Aaron 72 M Individual house Tertiary IT and ICT Lives with a partner

Walter 73 M Individual house Tertiary School director Lives with a partner

interrelationships between codes, sub-categories, and categories. In our
study, axial coding established four main categories that explain four
benefits of PAR involvement, supported by sub-categories and focused
codes.

Results
Bachhdorf’s CareComLabs context

To contextualize the reported personal benefits of engaging in
CareComLabs Bachhdorf for older adults, it is important to describe the
team structure and the activities on which the benefits presented below
are based. An interdisciplinary group of researchers and co-researchers
comprised the CareComLabs Bachhdorf research team. Researchers (n =
3) were academic team members, while co-researchers were stake-
holders (i.e., private individuals and institutional/organizational rep-
resentatives (n = 7)° who have joined the project as local partners). In
this study, we focused on the experiences of older adults/co-researchers
(n = 4) in the project and the benefits they derived from their
participation.

One of the central activities of CareComLabs Bachhdorf was a qual-
itative inquiry to research the needs of older adults and people with
special needs living in Bachhdorf, which resulted in 21 interviews. This
was a major component of the project since it was one of the core ac-
tivities that laid the groundwork for the establishment of a caring
community in which individuals and organizations/institutions share
responsibility for care.

It was also thanks to this community-based inquiry that the project
was able to establish the closest ties with Bachhdorf’s residents. It
required the most time, resources, and investment compared to all other
activities in Bachhdorf. All four older co-researchers participated in all
phases of this inquiry (i.e., co-construction of the research question and
interview protocol/guide, acquisition of skills for the interview,
recruitment of participants, conducting interviews, transcription of in-
terviews, analysis of interviews, and dissemination of results).

As noted above, the co-researchers were involved at every level of
the study; therefore, the process was guided by participatory action
research paradigms, in which co-creation is the key and most significant
feature. Using co-researchers’ knowledge and experience is another
foundational element of participatory action research. Two situations
highlight this element in our case. First is the recruitment of participants
for interviews. We were able to interview older adults who would have
been difficult for the researchers to contact if it weren’t for insiders, in
this case our co-researchers. Another example is that the interviews were
carried out by co-researchers who interviewed their co-villagers. This
resulted in interviews that supplied rich information since they were
more like a dialogue between neighbors about their aging than a
“question-answer” one-way flow of information. Co-researchers had
access to and knowledge of a variety of concerns raised and discussed by
respondents in interviews. Moments in the interview expressed by the
co-researchers, such as “I know... you're right,” “I have heard that Mr.

2 Although two older adult co-researchers began as representatives of their
organizations, they were involved as individual co-researchers throughout their
participation in PAR. As a result, all four co-researchers took part in the project,
each representing their respective interests.

xx...” provided context-rich information. The information was coming
from both the interviewee and the interviewer at the same time, creating
a dynamic and collaborative exchange. This approach allowed for a
deeper understanding of the experiences and perspectives of older
adults, highlighting the importance of including their voices in research
about issues that concern them.

Benefits derived from CareComLabs participation

The older co-researchers reported that their involvement in Care-
ComlLabs benefited them in a variety of ways. In more detail, the benefits
were divided into four categories: (a) enriching relationships; (b)
broadening horizons for older age; (c) keeping in touch with one’s
profession; and (d) interacting in a nurturing community.

Enriching relationships

CareComlLabs is a platform that, among other impacts, has managed
to reduce anonymity among older co-researchers. Although the older co-
researchers have been living in Bachhdorf for a long period of time
(between 40 and 46 years), some barely knew each other, while others
were loosely acquainted. Through their involvement in the project, they
managed to build relationships that led to deeper and more meaningful
interactions. Data from our interviews with them show that the project
created spaces that allowed them to better get to know each other,
especially in two areas: a) team members’ pre-retirement occupations
and skills derived from them and b) personality traits.

For example, Aaron managed to fill the void of being anonymous in
the community (as expressed by him) and elevate the relationships with
CareComLabs members to a level where he could count on them by
identifying how they could serve as potential resources. Aaron said,

That’s for sure, from today’s point of view, it makes it easier for me,
thanks to the group, to get help. Because I know the people. Because
before, it was somehow an anonymous phone number, an anonymous
email [unintelligible], whatever. And now I know people, which means I
also know in which field the people are active.

For Aaron, the idea that he knows people better not only enabled him
to be able to ask others for help but also to offer them help in areas where
he felt competent. When asked if he would help others in the group, he
said, “Of course, as long as I can do it. I come from IT, for sure, I also
have my limitations, but at least I would know or have a knowledge
advantage. And I should use that advantage and pass it on.”

When the question of how to transfer a voice file from the audio-
recorder to the computer popped up, it was Aaron who instructed
others on how to do it.

Walter, another participant, entered the project with relationships at
different stages with various members; some were old but interrupted
over time, and some were completely new. Walter said,

I’ve known Sophie for years. [ was the school president, and she did
secretarial work. We worked together for a few years. Aaron lives in the
same neighborhood, so I see him around. No big relationship. I know
Emma a little bit, and I met Angelica here. And the couple... I met them
here too.

Walter, like Aaron, could identify which members could assist him in
different fields. He said,

If I want to know “insider information” about women in Bachhdorf,
then I would ask Sophie, because she probably knows women in the
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village. And otherwise, (pause)... I was thinking about it, but this is a
little bit more professional. I was thinking, yes, if I have questions
related to health, I would ask Emma...

Both Aaron and Walter have managed to build relationships with
other members of the group to the point where they can count on them
for help, even though they entered the project with different depths of
relationships. While Aaron was barely acquainted, Walter had more
advanced relationships, at least with some members.

Sophie has been able to gain a fuller picture of who Aaron is as a
person. Sophie said, “No, so... that worked out in that we just see each
other regularly at the meetings and now we know each other better...
even Aaron, who I didn’t know before. I noticed he also has such a dry
sense of humor, and he has worked in the IT industry.”

The relationship between them was enriched to such a degree that
the connection between them got stronger with time as they discovered
more common ground. Sophie said,

I was with Aaron at a symposium and I found it quite nice that we
met there. I would not have known anyone else... When he told me who
his wife was, I was very surprised. I didn’t even know that they belonged
together. I didn’t know him at all, and when I saw the two of them
together, I said: “ah, so you belong together.” That was a pleasant
surprise.

There are other cases, though, when the relationship did not neces-
sarily progress to the depth presented above but was still enriched.
Emma said, “We have some work that we do together, and we are
somehow closer to one another, but it is not a friendship.”

This enabled her to relate to others in CareComLabs, but not for
intimate issues. Emma said, “When it’s something personal, I wouldn’t
go to group members, I would go to friends and colleagues. I would
separate those two things.” Emma also said that once she had an issue
with the audio-recorder, and after she had tried to find the solution
herself, she took the problem to the group, “to someone who un-
derstands how an audio-recorder works.” This means that, because of
the interaction with others in CareComLabs, she has been able to iden-
tify the person who could help her with an issue, in this case with the
audio-recorder. Emma makes a distinction between friends and project
colleagues, whom she was happy to ask for technical support, as the
example above shows, but not for personal issues. This distinction is
interesting because it points to the boundaries of the relationships; for
example, they may be deep/enriched enough that one would exchange
personal information, or, in Emma’s case, enriched but not deep enough
to do so.

All the above examples illustrate that CareComLabs was a platform
that facilitated the process of seeking/receiving help and solidarity-
based interactions in several forms. First, in completing tasks within
the project (i.e., Aaron helping Emma with the audio recorder). Second,
in setting up the foundations to seek help for future personal needs (i.e.,
Walter pointing out that he knows that Sophie is well connected in the
community, so he can approach Sophie when he needs help contacting
some other community members). Third, older co-researchers are
familiar with the skills of other members and may contact them in the
future to contribute to certain activities. For instance, Sophie is active in
other local organizations, and in the future, if she needs help or someone
with IT skills is needed in a particular activity, Sofie has the information
that Aaron has an IT-related background. Thus, it is also an opportunity
for mutual support in other activities among older co-researchers
beyond CareComlLabs.

Broadening horizons for older age

Older co-researchers reported that through CareComLabs™ engage-
ment, they gained information about different issues related to aging,
consequently broadening their horizons about this developmental
phase. The fact that the topic of aging was central to CareComLabs
played a role in their decision to participate in the project. Due to close
collaboration within the activities/meetings or through research-based
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activities like conducting, transcribing, and analyzing interviews,
older co-researchers managed to broaden their horizons regarding
different issues related to aging and approach them from an analytic
position by being in the position of the co-researcher/interviewer. In the
following, we will provide sample statements of the participants to
demonstrate how they managed to broaden their horizons for older age.

For example, Sophie decided to join the project because she was told
that aging was the main concern of the project. “... I just thought the
subject is exciting. I am now also already 72, and I am getting older, and
I am having thoughts for the future... how will that be?!” For Sophie, the
interviews she conducted were a useful source to learn how the future
may be by learning how other older adults are dealing with specific is-
sues. One example of this is when she conducted an interview with two
older adults who are married to one another and, among other things,
also discussed the topic of care. Sophie said,

If it comes that one needs care, they have agreed that the partner
does not have to care [i.e., assume the caregiver role] for the other
person [i.e., that there would have to be another solution]. And I find
that very progressive with people my age who have thought so far
ahead.

Here, Sophie gained a new and refreshing perspective on the process
of communicating and making decisions within the couple for the pro-
cess of care. Or, in another case, she was inspired by an older woman
that she interviewed. Sophie said, “I was with an old lady who is still
independent and quite active. People dream about that. That you are so
active when you are old. That I found really interesting.”

For Emma, the project was a good opportunity to continue gaining
information about aging in a new setting, as she was already involved in
another initiative that focuses on older age. As such, CareComLabs was a
continuation of her efforts and a new channel to be in contact with ac-
tivities and information that are related to aging. Emma said, “I am also
a member of the Commission for older age and then Beatrice asked who
was interested in becoming part [of CareComLabs], and I got
interested.”

Aaron is always eager to learn something new. In the past, he
learned, but, as he said, “[the learning] was tied to my job. I left home at
seven in the morning and got back after seven in the evening.” In
CareComlLabs, he described his role as a “free-floating electron” who can
follow his own interests. He identified aging as a significant motivator
for being part of CareComLabs. He said, “For me, it is surely the topic
[aging] that is relevant.” Besides gaining knowledge for older age
(personal relevance) through the project, he felt that he could make a
contribution that could influence other older adults in his local com-
munity. Aaron was preoccupied with the Bachhdorf municipality’s
strategy for older adults. He said, “The program [Bachhdorf strategy for
older adults] is 10 years old. Something has to change there,” pointing to
the need to review and update the program. CareComLabs was
perceived as an enabling channel for this change. He said, “[Care-
ComlLabs] is in my home community, and there are some things here
that I want to change. ” Further in the interview, he said, “I feel that I can
bring my ideas forward [in CareComLabs]”. He also participated as a
speaker in two conferences (Switzerland and Germany), presenting the
project to the academic community, while learning about recent scien-
tific developments related to aging.

Walter was interested in engaging with the topic of aging and wanted
to gain skills that would enable him to induce change (for his own needs
and/or for the community). He said,

I read the information [about the project] in the newspaper, and I
thought: ‘oh that’s interesting’. I want to hear what they say... for me it
is a preparation for aging. Which questions are important in aging? And
what also interests me is the process. How do you get the results? [when
conducting research about older age].

As shown, Walter perceives older age as a period that requires
preparation, and preparation can derive from the information that he
expected to gain from participation in CareComLabs. He indicated that
his expectations are met as he said, “I think more about aging {because
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of CareComLabs}.” Furthermore, he wanted to broaden his horizons
about older age by also gaining knowledge about how the project con-
ducts the research, or, as he said, “how do you get to the results”, which
is an indicator of an interest in the methods of inquiry. Walter and other
older co-researchers participated in all phases of the qualitative study,
gaining insights regarding important aspects of conducting qualitative
research, which can be considered an answer to Walter’s interest in
getting to know more about the process of research.

The two last cases (Aaron and Walter) show that CareComLabs older
co-researchers are interested in preparing for older age in order to
respond to their personal needs, but also that they perceive aging as a
process that they can influence, be that for personal or community gains.
They therefore view themselves as change agents, and they regarded
CareComlLabs as a chance to embody and actualize that agency.

Keeping in touch with one’s profession

All the older co-researchers in the pre-retirement period had pro-
fessions built on their tertiary education. Aaron worked in the field of
information and communication technologies (IT/ICT), while Walter
worked in the education system and on social projects. Emma worked as
a social worker, and Sophie did administrative office work. Through
CareComlLabs, all of them had the opportunity to be in contact with their
pre-retirement occupations and with the skills related to these pro-
fessions, and they had the space to use and/or enrich those skills.

For example, Walter, when asked if he had done similar things
before, said,

I have done farm handovers in my job. That is, passing on the farm
from father to son. You must have many conversations and listen to what
the boys want. What do the fathers want. Or... we had a request from the
canton regarding the highway. We had to find a solution for the agri-
cultural land. We needed many conversations to find out what the so-
lution could be, with whom we could talk and who could help.

Walter enjoys being part of such initiatives. “I like to do such things.
It is about my expertise. That is important. My expertise and commu-
nication.” The similarities between his previous experience and his
involvement in CareComLabs are that, in both cases, Walter is involved
in initiatives trying to find solutions to problems in the local community,
and his means for doing so, in both cases, is through conversation and
communication. As a result, CareComLabs was an opportunity for him to
engage in activities with which he is familiar and to use and refine his
communication skills, albeit in a different field. Although Walter did not
name what he did in the past as “research,” he found that his activities
were to “look for practical solutions” and considered them similar to
research activities in CareComLabs.

Emma, who has worked as a social worker, a profession in which
verbal and non-verbal communication is crucial, also perceived the
project as a useful platform for being in contact with people and
enriching her communication skills. Emma said that, through interac-
tion with team members, you develop skills to “approach people, to get
into a conversation, to ask the questions that could be important for the
other person and that keep the conversation going.” While for Walter,
keeping in touch with his profession was related to conducting the in-
terviews, for Emma, it was related to the project members and their
different expertise. Emma said, “[In CareComLabs] we are all people
with a lot of life experience. There are people among us who have had
professions in which they have to interact with a lot of other people, and
here you develop a lot of skills.”

Sophie said that many years ago, when she worked in an office, she
used to be the person “who takes initiative to get the job done,” in the
sense that when she saw something needing a fast solution, she jumped
right into it. “I was the one who cared about the printers working, and
when they switched off, I went to check and tried to solve the problem
all by myself.” Notably, she seems to have had this “self-initiative” in the
CareComlLabs too, transferring a behavior from her former professional
life to her engagement in the project. Sophie said,
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I have taken on the role of organizing rooms because we now [due to
COVID-19] have to sit far apart. In the beginning, we were in a meeting
room, also not very close, and since I know the circumstances here and
since no one else had come forward, I said: “yes, someone must take care
of it and organize that...that is now my role, that I have assigned to
myself, but it doesn’t create much burden.

Her proactive approach has put her in a very valuable position for the
CareComLabs as a member with particular organizational skills and a
proactive mindset. By having the possibility to be in this role in Care-
ComlLabs, she continued to be in constant communication with different
people in the community (e.g., to reserve rooms, coordinate with the
responsible person, etc.), but also to engage in a form of action that she
perceives as beneficial. Since her proactive approach continues to be
important even at present, it means that she has benefited from her
engagement socially (appreciation from colleagues, employer, etc.) such
as receiving rewards that potentially serve as positive reinforcers over
time. And by applying the same approach to CareComLabs, she could
potentially have achieved the same social benefits at present as well. As
a result, Sophie kept an important part of her professional life alive
through her proactivity at CareComLabs.

However, this process of keeping in touch with one’s profession was
not linear and did not necessarily happen in all phases of the project.
Walter mentioned that he found conducting interviews rewarding but
found the process of transcription tedious. He said, “The transcription
was too much... I thought, yes, I have to do that, but it was a lot of work.
After the third interview, I had enough.”

Aaron also provided indications for this navigation through the
process and phases to find the right space for himself and get in contact
with his previous skills. He had always avoided conducting interviews,
particularly when related to the personal space of people and intimate
topics, and that is why he still felt uncomfortable when having to engage
in this way with people. “Just what makes me uncomfortable is the
situation when I ask someone about personal stuff; I can’t, I've never
been able to.” Still, he found the interviews beneficial, as he said that he
“met some interesting people.”

Aaron has worked in the IT field for the larger part of his life, and in
the interview, he expressed that he intended to use those skills in the
project, saying, “I'm trying to get involved with my IT skills.” When
asked if he sees any parallels between his previous occupation and the
activities at CareComLabs, he replied,

Basically, that’s what I had in my pre-previous employer: virtual
teams. And I love that, virtual teams ... So, in every project that we had,
customer projects, new technologies, new services, whatever. I've al-
ways learned something. And from that point of view, it’s actually
exactly the same [CareComLabs online meetings].

He also helped a fellow member of CareComLabs with his IT exper-
tise for using the audio-recorder (as seen in the enriching relationships
category, in Emma’s case) or the other one to transfer a file from the
audio-recorder to a personal computer. His latest role in the group was
that of coordinating communication through online tools and platforms
with the local population for a project initiative called “Coffee Bike.”

Another aspect important for keeping in touch with one’s profession
is that older co-researchers showed that being free to navigate on one’s
own is significant. Emma said this explicitly, “... I think... ’'m glad I don’t
have to manage projects anymore. I loved my job, but it was rigorous
work in a difficult environment, and I’'m not looking for that leadership
role anymore.”

Aaron, who in the whole interview indicated how much re-
sponsibility he had in his life, now thinks that in older age, the feeling of
obligation should not be there, in his words: “As a retired person, you no
longer have to, but you may if you wish.”

The statements categorized as “keeping in touch with one’s profes-
sion” show that CareComLabs worked as a valuable platform for par-
ticipants to be free and able to encounter, use, benefit from, and enrich
skills or habits related to the pre-retirement phase.
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Interacting in a nurturing community

Older co-researchers reported having a say in decision-making pro-
cesses on CareComlLabs, being able and free to follow their own in-
terests, having their voices heard, being around sympathetic and
interesting people, etc. Therefore, we have categorized the group at-
mosphere as a “nurturing community.” For example, Sophie said,

So, I think we discuss a lot. We get answers when we ask something
or when we do not understand something. I feel supported in this group.
So far, we have had no conflicts, and on the contrary, we laugh together.
I always find that nice.

Sophie indicated that she operated in a group in which she felt
comfortable and engaged in rewarding and positive ways of communi-
cation. To have questions answered, among other things, means that the
person is involved in understandable processes. For participants, being
able to laugh together is an indication of a feeling of cohesion, trust, and
togetherness. Furthermore, about her engagement in the project, Sophie
said, “It is work, but pleasant work.” This indicates that even though the
activities required dedicating time and energy, it was still in a context in
which the person considers her engagement rewarding on an emotional
level, as Sophie said, “pleasant work.” She invested time and energy, and
in exchange, she spent good time in enjoyable company in a hospitable
atmosphere.

Aaron shared this opinion about the group climate. He said,

[In] the group as it is composed now, people listen to each other and
accept other opinions. The exercises that we went through, in the
analysis phase, actually showed me that everyone is open to other
opinions, and people are interested in how the other person sees the
situation, so from there, I think we have a group that is pretty much
united.

Here, he shared insights indicating that in CareComLabs, accepting
differences and allowing versatility were the basis for forming group
identity.

Emma expressed some reservations regarding the project structure.
Emma said, “I wish [the activities] could be more structured.” Never-
theless, she perceived the group and its members very positively. Emma
said, “I must say...I like all the people in the group. I think all of them are
sympathetic people,” and “I like to spend time together with the people
[in the group]. I think I can work well with all of them.” Emma here
showed that the interaction with the members of the group was pleasant,
and she operated in an encouraging environment because she has
nurtured positive feelings for the members of the group.

Walter, when asked directly if there was anything in the group that
prevented him from freely expressing his thoughts and ideas in Care-
ComLabs meetings, replied, “I am not aware at the moment.” This shows
that he couldn’t identify any factor, at least not any big enough to
remain in his attention, that could have prevented him from expressing
his ideas freely.

The above examples illustrate that CareComLabs was considered an
environment where everyone mutually accepted each other’s individual
opinions. People also appreciated each other, and there was mutual
affection and respect. In addition, the pleasant group atmosphere
entailed that the efforts and sacrifices made (the time and energy
dedicated) came with a return on investment, which is having a good
time in enjoyable company.

Discussion

Our results point to four benefits that older co-researchers reported
receiving as a result of their participation in the CareComLabs project.
The first is “enriching relationships,” in which CareComLab’s older co-
researchers improved the quality of their social relationships, particu-
larly with one another. This finding corroborates previous research
(Buffel, 2018; Tanner, 2012; Theunissen & van Hoven, 2018), indicating
that older adults who participate in PAR activities strengthen their re-
lationships with people beyond kin. Our finding adds to the body of
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evidence by focusing on how older adults enrich their relationships with
one another, making them deeper and more meaningful, although not
all at the same rate or quality.

Through the category “enriching relationships,” we also provide
relevant data on a sensitive topic for many older adults, namely “seeking
and offering support/help.” As a result of their engagement in Care-
ComLabs, older co-researchers were able to detect specific abilities,
skills, and personality traits in other members, making it easier for them
to request assistance/help. Our findings suggest that the community of
older adults can be a resource for one another in and of itself, although in
our case, it was identified primarily for receiving assistance with minor
and non-personal issues, such as disseminating specific information in
the community, receiving assistance with technology, etc. This finding
may nonetheless be interpreted as evidence of the potential of peer-to-
peer support. Clearly, additional research is required to evaluate the
extent and consistency of this type of interaction. In the big picture,
though, our research shows that a community where older adults are
constantly interacting and whose skills are well-known by others can
build structures that allow them to offer and accept help, make mean-
ingful connections, and share resources.

Broadening horizons for older age and keeping in touch with one’s
profession are two additional benefits identified by our study. They can
be conceptualized as learning processes because they both involve the
identification, contact, retrieval, and application of information perti-
nent to personal needs. By identifying the category “keeping in touch
with one’s profession,” we suggest that CareComLabs provided oppor-
tunities for co-researchers to develop/maintain skills that may have
been utilized prior to retirement. Enhancing or acquiring new abilities
has also been demonstrated as a benefit of PAR in other research (Buffel,
2019; Winter et al., 2016).

Meanwhile, we indicate that CareComLabs facilitated another type
of learning, identifying this category as “expanding knowledge for older
age,” in which co-researchers could generate knowledge on a variety of
topics related to older age through interviews and interaction with one
another. The active roles that older adults play in PAR projects can
explain this potential to access knowledge (typically related to project
topics). They co-design studies, conduct interviews, identify problems,
offer solutions, and act as agents of change in their social contexts
(Porter, 2016; Winter et al., 2016; Yankeelov, Faul, D’Abrosio, Collins,
& Gordon, 2015). Additionally, PAR projects address issues that affect
older adults who participate in the projects and/or the communities in
which they reside or belong (Doran & Buffel, 2018; Ellins & Glasby,
2016; Ward, Barnes, & Gahagan, 2011).

Our research can contribute to a better understanding of learning
processes in older age because it demonstrates that learning can be
facilitated by participatory action research, which in some instances can
be informal and unstructured while remaining pragmatic and effective.
At CareComLabs, the learning process was pragmatic and efficient
because knowledge was acquired while contributing to society/the local
community, combining social and psychological rewards and benefits.

The study’s fourth reported benefit was “interacting in a nurturing
community.” Bendien et al. (2020) highlighted that, despite being
described as a time-consuming and energy-intensive process, partici-
pating in PAR increased self-confidence in their sample of older adults.
In the case of Sophie, for example, we noticed something similar. She
said the project required a lot of energy, but she also mentioned having
the freedom to express herself and how friendly the project’s social
environment was, which may have influenced her self-confidence and
freedom to express her individuality. As a result, by organizing PAR
projects in this form, which is based on shared decision-making and
equal participation of all actors in all processes (McDonald, 2021),
structures for long-term and stable social participation can be created. In
our case, CareComLabs participants voluntarily participated for more
than two years. This could be one answer to the question of what kinds
of social situations encourage and motivate older adults to take part in
social activities and projects in their communities.
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This study provides a different point of view to the prevalent liter-
ature on older adults’ community involvement, which typically focuses
on the relationship between social participation and illness and disorder,
for example, depression/depressive symptoms (Ding, Chen, & Zang,
2022; Egelji¢-Mihailovi¢, Brkic-Jovanovi¢, Krsti¢, Simin, & Milutinovic,
2022). Our study shows that involvement in the PAR project equips
older adults with the skills necessary to influence change on both a
personal and a collective level, thereby acknowledging them as in-
dividuals who are an asset to society. Furthermore, PAR provides greater
flexibility on impact compared to other, more traditional forms of social
participation. For instance, even if engaging in leisure activities has
numerous advantages, the primary advantage is to one’s health and to
the person directly (Chang, Wray, & Lin, 2014). On the other hand, in
PAR, such advantages are typically mixed, including egoistic and
altruistic benefits for older adults who take part in PAR. For instance,
while working through the process, participants acquire new skills and
information while also addressing a challenge for a certain community.
In comparison to other types of traditional social participation that
benefit both the person and the community, PAR also has an advantage.
While, for example, involvement in church activities can increase the life
satisfaction of people who volunteer (Gil-Lacruz, Saz-Gil, & Gil-Lacruz,
2019), and other community members benefit from the volunteering of
that person, PAR offers a special set of skills—those of research—that
are uncommon in other forms of social participation. For instance, the
categories of keeping in touch with one profession and expanding
knowledge for older age in our study demonstrate that older adults are
equipped with research skills they can use to affect change for both
personal and societal issues.

Conclusion

Our study provides an in-depth understanding of the benefits valued
by older adults involved in a specific project in a specific community,
and the findings should be read and evaluated in light of the study’s
limited scope. Although the number of interviews conducted (four)
appears small, it includes all older adults who participated in the
participatory action research project at hand. Having said that, we are
conscious that a larger sample may have offered more diversity in the
experiences, more possibilities to compare those experiences, and ulti-
mately more in-depth knowledge on the experiences of older adults in
this particular project.

More evidence from different contexts is needed to provide a broader
scope and wider database for integrating, contrasting, and thus further
developing our understanding of the subjective personal benefits driving
older adults’ participation in PAR projects. We especially encourage
future research into the benefits of participatory action research projects
for older adults with other characteristics. Our participants were fit and
stable; they had and found time to participate, they were educated,
knew the language, and were familiar with the local culture and social
norms. When the project and study took place, all of them had lived in
Bachhdorf for at least four decades. More data from people participating
in participatory action research projects who do not have advanced
degrees, have more health problems, and live in less favorable psycho-
social conditions would be interesting.

It should be noted that this study was conducted during the COVID-
19 pandemic, when stress levels in both interviewee and interviewer
may have been higher, potentially influencing communication during
the interviews. Lastly, the first author conducted all of the interviews for
this study. For more than two years, the first author worked closely on
the CareComLabs project with the four older adults who were inter-
viewed for the study. They formed both a professional and an informal
relationship, which included informal encounters. This relationship may
have provided benefits for the interviews, such as built-in trust that
helps communication, but it may also have constrained older adults’
willingness to give specific information to safeguard the project on
which they all collaborated. Although there are no indications from the
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data from them or the first author, this remains a potential limitation of
this study.

In conclusion, our study contributes to closing the research gap on
the particular benefits that older adults derive from engaging in PAR
projects, as well as demonstrating the potential of participatory action
research to foster meaningful engagement of older adults in their com-
munities. As such, it can help local and national initiatives and projects
implement participatory action research (and other) projects so that
older adults can benefit and contribute more. Eventually, this helps
future PAR to meet the ambition of being beneficial to research and the
participants.
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