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Abstract

This study aims to explore the participation of the elderly in voluntary
services in public libraries. The subjects for this study have been chosen from
the elderly volunteers of the Taipei Public Library. The research questions
attempt to investigate the followings: the motivations and purposes of elderly
participation in volunteer services, the factors that influence their choices of
entering the public library service, and the experience of volunteer services.
This study uses a semi-structured interview and a small questionnaire to
collect data. In order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the research
subjects and to interpret the research results appropriately, the findings have
been supplemented with the background information of research subjects
collected from personal profile forms to achieve the relevance to the volunteer
services experience of elderly participation. The total of 30 elderly volunteer
aged from 56 to 85 have been interviewed. Based on the research findings, the
authors propose a framework for understanding elderly volunteers participating
in public library services, and offer suggestions to voluntary service units of
public libraries and elderly volunteers.

Keywords: Elderly; Volunteers; Voluntary services, Elderly volunteers; Public
Libraries.

SUMMARY
Background and Objective

Public libraries play a quiet and indispensable role to community residents.
Similarly, the elderly, with their rich life experiences, are also a valuable asset
to society, organizations, and to volunteer communities by their participation

* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
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in voluntary services. Through volunteer services at public libraries, these
two parties are brought together and complement one another. In addition,
volunteering not only enriches the life of the elderly, but also brings diversity to
public library activities. This study aims to explore and add to our understanding
of the motivations and conditions of elderly participation in voluntary services in
public libraries, from the participants’ point of view. Based on the results of this
study, recommendations are proposed for planning and managing the labor force
of elderly volunteers in public libraries.

Research Questions

This study attempts to investigate the following research questions:

Q1. What are the motivations for elderly participation in volunteer services?

Q2. What are the underlying purposes of elderly participation in volunteer
services?

Q3. What factors influence the choices of elderly volunteers entering the
public library service?

Q4. What are elderly volunteers’ reasons for participating in the service
continually?

Q5. What are elderly volunteers’ experiences of participating in voluntary
services (including training programs, service processes, etc.)?

Methodology

A semi-structured interview with a short questionnaire was used to collect
the data. In order to obtain background information on the research subjects, for
appropriate interpretation of the research results, the findings from the interview
were supplemented with background information collected using personal profile
forms. Research subjects were chosen from the elderly volunteers of the Taipei
Public Library—a major public library in Taiwan with more than 40 branches. A
total of 30 elderly volunteer aged 56 to 85 years, were interviewed.

Findings

The results of this study can be summarized as follows:

I. Twenty-one initial motivations for elderly library volunteers were
identified, with “passing time” being the top motivation reported. In addition,
the authors categorized the 21 items into six categories: being attracted by the
environment of the library; making a contribution to the community; increasing
interpersonal communication and interaction; learning new knowledge and skills;
satisfying the intrinsic needs of individuals; and the library’s convenient location.

II. Both altruistic and egoistic (or self-interest) motives lead the elderly to
participate in voluntary services. The purpose of self-interest was served mainly
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by allowing them to employ their professional expertise, while an altruistic
purpose was served by providing services to the library.

III.The fact that the elderly chose to volunteer in public libraries is an
affirmation of their identification with public libraries. The factors influencing
this choice include organizational factors, environmental factors, time factors, and
personal factors. Details follow:

1. Organizational factors included the nature of the service, library
resources, the volunteer management system, and the recognition of the
organization.

2. Environmental factors mainly referred to the convenience of physical
location.

3. Time factors included flexibility for utilization of time, family size, and
whether children lived at home.

4. Personal factors referred to personal interests as well as the opinions of
family members.

IV.Fourteen factors for the continuing participation of elderly volunteers
were identified. In order of relevance, they were: providing services to contribute
to the community, a location near-home, a formed habit from regular participation,
self-enjoyment, staying healthy, in agreement with self-interest, passing time,
continuing self-growth, rewarding, enjoying working with children, opportunity
to use professional expertise, supporting librarians’ work, doing meaningful tasks,
and enjoying the physical environment of the service organization. The fourteen
factors were further categorized into five aspects: (1) showing responsibility to
their communities; (2) obtaining learning opportunities; (3) increasing contact
with society; (4) passing leisure time; and (5) saving commuting time.

V. Experience of participation in voluntary services is reported with respect
to the training received and the services provided.

1. Training courses for elderly volunteers. The majority of elderly volunteers
in this study had no specific opinions on the training they received. Those
who expressed opinions about their training were more positive than
negative. Of the negative experience, the issues were a lack of proper
channels for obtaining course information; the training location being too
far; and poor training facilities (i.e., chairs were in bad condition).

2. Service experiences of the elderly volunteers. During their volunteer
service, elderly volunteers experienced both positive and negative
emotions. The source of their negative emotions came mainly from the
library users they served. However, having experienced volunteering in
the library, elderly volunteers felt that they had expanded their life circles,
met new friends, and enriched their lives by learning new things.
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Conclusions

Based on the research results, the authors propose a conceptual framework
for understanding elderly volunteers’ participation in library services (Figure 1).
When an elderly person initiates the idea of participating in volunteer services,
s/he has both inner motives and objective purposes. Over time, there are five
factors that influence their decision to participate in the organization of their
choice. Those factors include demographic factors, time-related factors, personal
factors, organizational factors, and environmental factors. In comparison with
the factors discussed in the literature, the two variables that were not obvious in
the current study were friends’ opinions and administrative district, as shaded in
Figure 1.

Underlying
Purpose

Initiation of
volunteer
service

Time-related factors

( 1. available time
Environmental factors Demographic 2. family size
1. administrative district factors 3. need for childeare
2. geographical location 1. gender
\ 2. age
| 3. occupation
Ve N 4. socioeconomic status Personal factors
3. P it 1. personal interests
Institutional factors 6. education 2. family opinions
1. essence of services 1 Lzzliin 3. friends’ opinions
2. organizational resources
3. volunteer management /
4. Recognition of the institute |
L]

Experience related factors

1. fullfiling societal responsibility
2. more learning opportunities

3. more social interaction

4. passing spare time

5. convenient location

Continue to
participate

Figure 1 A Framework for Understanding Elderly Volunteers’
Participation in Public Library Services

Recommendations

Based on the research findings, the authors have made suggestions with
respect to the voluntary service units of public libraries, in terms of human
resources planning, policies, and regulations concerning elderly volunteers; and
the arrangement of library services/activities in order to improve the mutual
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benefit to elderly volunteers and libraries. Suggestions are also made to elderly
volunteers, to encourage them to explore their motivations and understand their
constraints, and to establish volunteer service plans in the future.
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