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Gerontologists long have extolled the advantages of stay-
ing active in old age (Taylor & Bengtson, 2001). From dis-
engagement theory (Cumming & Henry, 1961) and activity 
theory (Havighurst, 1963), to paradigms of successful aging 
and productive aging (Rowe & Kahn, 1998; Butler & Glea-
son, 1985), to continuity and socioemotional selectivity 
theories (Atchley, 1971; Carstensen, 1992), gerontologists 
have argued that active engagement in society is related to 
well-being in later life. They have promoted various forms 
of activity and engagement—social, productive, religious, 
educational, and intergenerational. Today, as the demo-
graphic, economic, and social realities of our world shift, 
another type of active engagement is gaining attention: 
civic engagement. The confluence of increasingly complex 
social problems and the burgeoning numbers of people 
who can expect to live 20 or 30 years past retirement calls 
us to consider the possibilities of a civically engaged older 
population. Engaging older adults in activities aimed at 
the social good is a win-win scenario that has captured the 
imagination of government and nonprofit leaders, policy-
makers, and gerontologists.

Civic Enterprises
Over the past decade, a network of organizations from 
across the country has emerged with a common vision 
of aging that focuses on the older adult population as an 
untapped national asset. This network of private, public, 
and nonprofit organizations (see Figure) advances oppor-
tunities for employment, lifelong learning, volunteering, 
advocacy, and public service in later life.

The federal government currently supports a variety of vol-
unteer programs that target older adults. Most prominent 
are the three national Senior Corps programs: the Foster 
Grandparent Program, the Senior Companion Program, and 
the Retired and Senior Volunteer Program. Together, these 
programs engage over half a million older Americans in 
community service each year (Eisner, Grimm, Maynard, & 
Washburn, 2009). Although Senior Corps programs operate 

through the Corporation for National and Community Ser-
vice (CNCS)—an independent federal agency established 
in 1993 to coordinate federal and state volunteer efforts—
additional service and volunteer programs for older adults 
operate through other federal agencies. Among these 
are the Department of Labor’s Senior Community Service 
Employment Program, the Small Business Administra-
tion’s SCORE program (formerly known as Service Corps 
of Retired Executives), the Department of Education and 
Department of Defense’s Troops to Teachers program, and 
the Environmental Protection Agency’s Senior Environmen-
tal Employment Program.

Recent years also have seen the rise of a new generation 
of nonprofit organizations and social entrepreneurs com-
mitted to creating meaningful work and volunteer oppor-
tunities for older Americans. Across the country, innovative 
programs have developed to serve community needs (e.g., 
Experience Corps); new businesses have launched, such as 
staffing firms that specialize in supplying older workers and 
online volunteer match sites (e.g., VolunteerMatch.org); and, 
organizations have been founded that specifically focus on 
recruiting “high-skills” volunteers to work in the nonprofit 
sector (e.g., Taproot Foundation, ReServe). With the support 
of charitable foundations, especially The Atlantic Philan-
thropies, new media (e.g., NextAvenue.org) and public 
policy (e.g., Age4Action.org) initiatives have begun. In addi-
tion, all three of the major nonprofit national professional 
associations in aging—the American Society on Aging, The 
Gerontological Society of America, and the National Coun-
cil on Aging—have made civic engagement a focus of their 
programmatic, research, and policy efforts.

Political Momentum
Political interest in the civic engagement of older Ameri-
cans has increased considerably within the last five years. 
Prompted by evidence that volunteering produces advan-
tages for older adults and that the country can benefit  
from tapping this pool of human capital, policymakers  
have stepped up their efforts to mobilize older adults for 
volunteer work.

In 2005, the fifth White House Conference on Aging 
included civic engagement as a focus area. Among the 
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50 policy recommendations that the delegates presented 
to the President and Congress, two related to civic engage-
ment: the first called for a national strategy to promote 
meaningful volunteer activities for older Americans; the 
second called for renewal of the laws that authorize 
national service programs (O’Neill, 2007). One of these 
major policy goals was achieved in late 2006 when Presi-
dent George W. Bush signed into law the five-year reau-
thorization of the Older Americans Act (H. R. 6197). The law 
included a definition of civic engagement, required the 

Assistant Secretary for Aging to develop a comprehensive 
strategic plan for engaging older adults in meeting critical 
community needs, and authorized a new program of dem-
onstration, support, and research grants for projects that 
engage older adults in multigenerational and civic engage-
ment activities.

In his first 100 days in the White House, President Barack 
Obama signed into law the Edward M. Kennedy Serve 
America Act of 2009—the largest expansion of national 
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Figure. The Civic Enterprise: A New Network for Civic Engagement in Later Life
A growing network of organizations—in the private, public, and nonprofit sectors—are working with the business, media, and 
philanthropic communities to define a new vision of aging that focuses on the older adult population as an untapped asset.

Source. Greg O’Neill. (2010). Retrieved from http://www.civicengagement.org                           
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Figure. The Civic Enterprise (continued): Index and Websites
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service programs since the Depression-era Civilian Conserva-
tion Corps (Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act [Pub. L. 
No. 111-13], 2009). The Act included several provisions that 
specifically benefit midlife and older adults: it established 
an Encore Fellowship program for individuals aged 55 years 
or older to serve in leadership or management positions in 
public and private nonprofit organizations for one year; it 
required 10 percent of AmeriCorps funding to be targeted 
toward organizations that enroll adults aged 55 years and 
older; and it created Silver Scholarships that provide a $1,000 
higher education award—transferable to children, foster 
children, and grandchildren—to older volunteers who 
contribute at least 350 hours of service per year. The law also 
expanded service options for older Americans by lowering 
the age requirement for the Foster Grandparent and Senior 
Companion programs from 60 years of age to 55 years and 
increasing hourly stipend eligibility for the programs from 
125 percent of the federal poverty level to 200 percent.

In addition to the ongoing reporting required by Congress, 
the Serve America Act requires regular program evaluations 
of all national service programs under the umbrella of the 
CNCS and it increases competition in the funding of the 
Senior Corps programs. Consistent performance measures 
for the Senior Corps programs will help facilitate compara-
tive analyses of program implementation strategies and 
may provide opportunities to compare different forms of 
volunteer engagement. Additionally, the emergence of a 
more evidence-based implementation style will enhance 
the availability and consistency of data related to the 
impacts of volunteer engagement on volunteers, service 
recipients, and communities. Lastly, the shift to competi-
tive funding, supported by uniform performance measures, 
will enhance the quality and consistency of these national 
programs that engage older adults in service. These new 
evaluation standards—if transferred to and adopted by 
volunteer programs outside those administered by the 
CNCS—would advance significantly efforts to improve 
program effectiveness while enhancing research on how 
volunteering supports the well-being of individuals and 
communities.

Research
Decades of gerontological research focused on the civic 
engagement of older adults has influenced and will 
continue to influence policy and practice. This publication 
compiles key research on older adult civic engagement 
that has been published in the peer-reviewed journals of 
The Gerontological Society of America: The Gerontologist, 

The Journals of Gerontology Series A: Biological and Medical 
Sciences, and The Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psycho-
logical and Social Sciences. These chapters present original 
essays authored by leading gerontologists that address 
issues of concern and outline future research directions; 
foundational articles selected by the authors and discus-
sion questions complement the essays to promote a 
deeper understanding of the issues.

In Chapter 1, Emily A. Greenfield, PhD, examines similari-
ties and differences in ways researchers have defined civic 
engagement, and she describes how these definitions 
affect research, practice, and policy. In Chapter 2, James 
E. Hinterlong, PhD, traces the conceptual developments 
of civic engagement in later life as driven by three main 
forces: theory creation in social gerontology, collection and 
public availability of data to test ideas about engagement, 
and evidence gathered from program innovations and 
required by policymakers. In Chapter 3, Jeffrey A. Burr, PhD, 
profiles the current state of older adult civic engagement; 
he identifies how older adults are involved and estimates 
the direct and indirect value of their societal contributions. 
In Chapter 4, Nancy Morrow-Howell, PhD, summarizes the 
effects of civic engagement on older adults, and points to 
future research directions. Finally, in Chapter 5, Robert B. 
Hudson, PhD, presents a critical perspective of later life civic 
engagement, citing questions about the role, purpose, and 
inclusiveness of the elder civic engagement movement.

We hope this collection of articles provides a solid knowl-
edge base for current and future scholars of older adult 
civic engagement. Additionally, we hope this publication 
guides researchers in selecting future study topics that will 
advance the science on later life civic engagement as well 
as strengthen policies and programs that encourage and 
support older adults’ civic engagement.



5Introduction

Atchley, R. C. (1971). Retirement and leisure participation:  
The Gerontologist, 11(1), 13-17. 

Butler, R. N., & Gleason, H. P. (1985). Productive aging: Enhancing 
vitality in later life. New York: Springer.

Carstensen, L. L. (1992). Social and emotional patterns in adult-
hood: Support for socioemotional selectivity theory. Psychology 
and Aging, 7(3), 331-338. 

Cumming, E., & Henry, W. E. (Eds.). (1961). Growing old: The process 
of disengagement. New York: Basic Books.

Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act, Pub. L. No. 111-13, § 2142 
(2009).

Eisner, D., Grimm, R. T., Maynard, S., & Washburn, S. (2009). The 
new volunteer workforce. Stanford Social Innovation Review,  
Winter 2009, 32-37. 

Havighurst, R. J. (1963). Successful aging.  In R. H. Williams, C.  
Tibbetts, & W. Donohue (Eds.), Processes in aging, Vol. 1 (pp. 299-
320). New York: Atherton.

O’Neill, G. (2007).  Civic engagement on the agenda at the 2005 
White House Conference on Aging. Generations, 30(4), 101-108.

Rowe, J. W., & Kahn, R. L. (1998). Successful aging. New York:  
Pantheon.

Taylor, B. A., & Bengtson, V. L. (2001). Sociological perspectives  
on productive aging. In N. Morrow-Howell, J. Hinterlong, &  
M. Sherraden (Eds.), Productive aging: Concepts and challenges  
(pp. 120-144). Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

References


