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Organizing A Survey

Of Senior Adults



This is one of a series of leaflets based on
experience gained in the Lincoln County, Ore-
gon, Community Self-Help Program with
Older Adults, along with the study of similar
programs in other areas.

Although the percentage of Americans
reaching the traditional retirement age of 65
has been growing steadily since the turn of
the century, the number of older persons in
most areas is not immediately evident. They
are not conspicuous by their presence and a
list of these citizens is not available in many
communities.

Social agencies may not be aware of all
senior citizens needing help because many
seniors are too proud to ask for their services.
Community leaders may provide some names
but door-to-door visits are often necessary.
One of the better ways to learn about the
needs, wants, and talents of these senior adults
is by a survey.

Senior adults and younger community
members should be involved in the project
from the very beginning in order to get the
acceptance of the questionnaire by the older
population. A self-help program where senior
citizens help themselves is a good way to
start. When the community sees that senior
citizens are ready to help themselves, others
will be more willing to give support. (Without
community endorsement, many programs may
not be possible.)



Survey Coordinator

A survey coordinatoreither paid or volun-
teeris necessary to direct the survey. He can
start by getting local help from sponsoring
organizations through meetings and talks, and
organizing a steering committee to help with
the planning. Then he may help compose
the questionnaire, see that the survey is prop-
erly conducted, and arrange a tally of the re-
sults. Organizing action programs based on
the survey results also may be a part of his
job.

Survey Procedure

Visit community groups to gain support for
the survey. Visit senior citizens' groups such
as the Older Citizen Club. Next, visit county
and local government officials. Then contact
other community organizations that may be
willing to lend their manpower and financial
support. These include:

Men's and women's service clubs
Churches
Schools
Veterans' organizations
Agencies such as Welfare, Health, and

Social Security Administration
Extension groups, other youth groups
Utility companies
Farm organizations

If the community has no senior citizens'
groups or formal community organizations, ar-
range to hold an all-community meeting with
concerned citizens.

Explain to these groups the goals and pur-
poses of a self-help program and the survey.
Stress the importance of a program where
senior citizens help themselves by doing some-
thing about their own problems. Emphasize
how this type of program can develop under-
standing and involve senior adults and others
in the community. Explain how the survey can
be used to determine needs and wants of
senior adults.



Enlist the help of these groups in actually
carrying out the survey. Some may volunteer
to be community leaders. They will be invalu-
able because they know the problems of their
senior adults. Others may want to work be-
hind the scenes setting up interview schedules,
typing, or filing.

Start the groups thinking about needed
action programs based on the survey results.
The more enthusiastic people may want to get
together during the survey to discuss program
priorities. Others may be involved later by
helping to raise funds or materials. Not all
groups will be able to work as closely as others
on the survey because of different interests
or lack of manpower or time. Don't be dis-
couraged. Keep visiting and talking with many
groups. Find those who will give their full
cooperation.

Survey Mechanics

Drafting the Questionnaire. Decide first
how the questionnaire results will be used.
They may provide a basis for action programs
or they may be used as a guide to further
investigation. The form and phrasing of the
questionnaire will partly depend on this de-
cision. Involve a committee in the initial
formulation of the questionnaire. This will be
the first step in creating community interest
in the survey.

Include questions based on needs of the
senior adults voiced by the community groups.
If transportation was mentioned frequently,
include questions on car ownership and li-
censed drivers. If housing seems to be a
problem, questions on home location, type of
home, and cost and energy problems in caring
for a home should be included. Questions on
hobbies and recreation that the senior adults
enjoy may be clues to new ways of filling spare
time. Questions relating to educational back-
ground, interests, and skills might lead to
education classes, some of which may be



taught by the senior adults. Basic questions
of health, medical insurance, and income may
also be included on the survey form.

The questions should be in short sentences
and easily understood in one reading. The
form should be easy for the participant to
mark, with adequate spacing between ques-
tions. Many people resent someone prying
into personal or business affairs. Try to word
questions to determine problem areas and
priorities for the area rather than to call for
precise, individual data on personal and fi-
nancial matters.

After the questionnaire is drafted, return
the questionnaire to the community groups to
go over it again for content. The groups may
add pertinent questions or eliminate or com-
bine others. Take the completed question-
naire to someone trained in survey techniques
to be sure the material is easily interpreted
and in an accurate form. This is most im-
portant if you wish to get accurate informa-
tion.

Establish Survey Areas. Divide the county
into geographical areas. Then have the com-
munity survey leaders make a further division
into survey areas by using main streets, rail-
roads or natural boundaries.

Use Mass Media. Prepare news stories for
the community newspapers announcing the
survey and telling why it is being conducted.
The stories may go to both the local and the
city newspapers although the local papers
may be able to give more space to the story.
When the exact survey dates for each com-
munity are determined, let the newspapers
know. Also, check with local radio stations
and see if they will broadcast survey dates
as a public service.

Select and Train Interviewers. If the com-
munity leaders have not done so already, have
them recruit volunteers to do the interviewing
in their community. Include senior adults as
volunteers because they may establish a
quicker rapport with the older senior adults
they will visit. As volunteer interviewers,



they will also be able to work with younger
people in the community.

Set up training sessions in each community
for the volunteers to explain the survey and
the type of information needed. Go over the
questionnaire and be sure the volunteer fully
understands it. Decide when the interviewing
should be completed and choose a central
location for the return of the forms.

Take a few minutes to explain the im-
portance of establishing rapport with the
senior adults. A badge with the interviewer's
name clearly printed in large letters will help
identify him immediately. The interviewers
should tell the senior citizens what sponsoring
group or agency they represent and why they
want to visit. A reference to the newspaper
stories or radio announcements may also make
the senior adults feel more comfortable.
Caution them against trying to schedule too
many visits in one day. Often the senior adults
are "live-alones" or "shut-ins" and the inter-
viewer's 15-minute visit may turn into an hour
chat.

To further establish rapport, the inter-
viewers can take with them any education
information useful to senior citizens prepared
by the county agencies or health and welfare
programs. The interviewers should be familiar
with the material and be able to answer simple
questions. Where the senior adults have tele-
phones, the interviewers may also leave tele-
phone numbers of the various agencies for the
senior adult to use.

Tabulate Results. When the interviewing
is completed in each community, meet with
the community leader and a few volunteers
to tabulate the results. Then combine results
from all communities to get a county-wide
picture of needs, interests, problems, and tal-
ents of senior adults.
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